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ow ow) List of Abbreviations 


There is a variety of translations of Schopenhauer’s works into English, with some au- 
thors preferring certain translations over others. In view of this, the following abbrevia- 
tions for Schopenhauer’s works will be used throughout this volume. The more frequently 
encountered translations have been included in this list, using differentiating letters to 
distinguish between alternative translations of the same work, as in the case of The World 
as Will and Representation. In the essays, the references to quotations from 
Schopenhauer’s main works will be given in-text, using the abbreviations here; the refer- 
ences to quotations from other authors and works will be given in each essay’s reference 
notes. If the publication date for any particular work differs from the one cited here— 
there are several different publication dates for Samtliche Werke in 7 Banden (SW), for 
example—the essays will indicate this. Some authors have chosen to include references to 
the original German text in conjunction with the reference to the English translation. 


EFR The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason [1813], first edi- 
tion, published as Schopenhauer’s Early Fourfold Root—Translation and 
Commentary, translated by F. C. White. Aldershot: Avebury, 1997. 


FR On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason [1847], second 
edition, published in On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient 
Reason and other Writings, translated and edited by David E. Cartwright, 
Edward R. Erdmann, and Christopher Janaway. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012. 


FRyp} On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason [1847], second 
edition, translated by E. F. J. Payne. La Salle, IL: Open Court Press, 1974. 
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VC On Vision and Colours [1816], published in On the Fourfold Root of The 
Principle of Sufficient Reason and Other Writings, translated and edited 
by David E. Cartwright, Edward R. Erdmann, and Christopher Janaway. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 


WWRI The World as Will and Representation, Volume One [1818], translated and 
edited by Judith Norman, Alistair Welchman, and Christopher Janaway. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. 


WWRI pp; _ The World as Will and Representation, Volume I [1818], translated by E. F. 
J. Payne. New York: Dover Publications, 1969. 


WWR1 4c) The World as Will and Presentation, Volume One [1818], translated by 
Richard E. Aquila in collaboration with David Carus. New York: Person 
Longman, 2008. 


WWR2 The World as Will and Representation, Volume Two [1844], translated and 
edited by Judith Norman, Alistair Welchman, and Christopher Janaway. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018. 


(p. xviii) The World as Will and Representation, Volume II [1844], translated by E. 
WWR2)/p;_ _‘F. J. Payne. New York: Dover Publications, 1966. 


WWR2,ac] The World as Will and Presentation, Volume Two, translated by David 
Carus and Richard E. Aquila. New York: Longman, 2011. 


WN On Will in Nature [1836], published in On the Fourfold Root of the Princi- 
ple of Sufficient Reason and other Writings, translated and edited by 
David E. Cartwright, Edward R. Erdmann, and Christopher Janaway. Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 


WN)p] On Will in Nature [1836], translated by E. F. J. Payne, edited by David E. 
Cartwright. Oxford: Berg 1999. 


FW Prize Essay on the Freedom of the Will [1839], published in The Two Fun- 
damental Problems of Ethics, translated and edited by Christopher Jan- 
away. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009. 


FWic] Prize Essay on the Freedom of the Will [1839], published in The Two Fun- 
damental Problems of Ethics, translated by David E. Cartwright and Ed- 
ward E. Erdmann. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


Most commentators hold that Schopenhauer breaks with Kant’s transcendental idealism 
insofar as he identifies the thing-in-itself with “Will.” By contrast, in this chapter, the au- 
thor argues that Schopenhauer’s system bears a complicated yet faithful relationship to 
Kant’s transcendental idealism. After examining an interesting, recent interpretation by 
Alistair Welchman that reads him in this transcendent way, the author argues for an alter- 
native view: Schopenhauer’s identification of the thing-in-itself with “Will” should be un- 
derstood as metonymic, and the metaphysics he offers should be understood as 
hermeneutic. In sum, he is not giving a transcendent metaphysical doctrine so much as 
an immanent “interpretation” of the inner meaning of the world—along the lines of an in- 
terpretation of the meaning of a work of art—and one that, by the lights of 
Schopenhauer’s own methodology, should stand or fall on the basis of how well it makes 
sense of the phenomena. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Kant, transcendental idealism, metaphysics, thing-in-itself, hermeneutics, metonymy, 
methodology 


Schopenhauer’s system bears a complicated yet faithful relationship to Kant’s transcen- 
dental idealism, or so I shall argue in this chapter.! Following Kant, he espouses what I 
would regard as the three fundamental tenets of transcendental idealism: (1) that our ex- 
perience is ineluctably structured by our cognitive faculties, (2) that the mediation of ex- 
perience through our cognitive faculties necessarily puts an epistemic barrier between 
ourselves and the world as it is in itself, and thus (3) we can never know things as they 
are in themselves. However, while Schopenhauer’s explicit aim was to “take up directly 
from Kant” (WWR1, 443), it seems that he radically breaks with him in his identification 
of the Kantian thing-in-itself with “will” in Book II of his main work, thus abandoning the 
third tenet of transcendental idealism above. 
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Accordingly, most commentators hold (in a variety of ways) that Schopenhauer really de- 
parts from transcendental idealism and utilizes two senses of “metaphysics” in his sys- 
tem: a transcendental one (a la Kant) that sees “metaphysics” as equivalent to knowledge 
of the synthetic a priori in our cognition and a transcendent one, his metaphysics of will.” 
This latter sense constitutes a positive (albeit partial) account of the thing-in-itself, some- 
thing Kant never thought possible. Given this second sense of metaphysics, contra my 
opening statement, it certainly seems that Schopenhauer departs radically from transcen- 
dental idealism. 


What I would like to do in this chapter is first to examine a particularly interesting, recent 
interpretation by Alistair Welchman that reads Schopenhauer in just this sort of “two 
metaphysics” way, and then I shall suggest that we need not and—textually speaking— 
should not read Schopenhauer as breaking from transcendental idealism despite his iden- 
tification of the thing-in-itself with will. This is because his identification (.112) should be 
understood as metonymic, and the second sense of metaphysics at work in his system 
should be understood as hermeneutic. That is, he is not giving a transcendent metaphysi- 
cal doctrine so much as an immanent “interpretation” of the inner meaning of the world— 
along the lines of an interpretation of the meaning of a work of art.* This interpretation of 
the world is proffered in the spirit of meeting the human need for metaphysics (das meta- 
physiche Bedurfnis); that is, the need for an explanation of the meaning of the world, and 
one that gives a person some orientation within it, but without going transcendent. 


On my view, then, the second sense of metaphysics that Schopenhauer offers is not a 
claim to transcendent knowledge, but is rather a claim to an always-immanent decipher- 
ing or interpretation of the world that, he believes, accords best with the philosophical 
and empirical evidence and which can provide some orientation for life. This second, 
hermeneutic, sense of metaphysics is circumscribed by and remains consistent with his 
allegiance to Kant’s transcendental idealism.* 


6.1 Welchman’s Two Senses of “Metaphysics” 
in Schopenhauer 


In a recent paper, Alistair Welchman has advanced an interpretation that does see two 
senses of “metaphysics” in Schopenhauer’s oeuvre.° As described earlier, the first is the 
familiar Kantian sense of metaphysics; namely, the synthetic a priori cognition that makes 
experience possible. Welchman writes that “[t]his is Schopenhauer’s transcendental 
metaphysics, which he never officially abandons, but which is much more prominent in 
his earliest work, like the 1813 FR.” However, by the time of his main work, according to 
Welchman, Schopenhauer offers us a transcendent metaphysics that “increasingly comes 
to supplant the first, even to the extent that the transcendental idealism on which the 
first is based becomes less significant.”® 
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The declining significance of transcendental idealism in Schopenhauer’s thought, accord- 
ing to Welchman, is due to his offering a transcendent metaphysics of intrinsic and extrin- 
sic properties of objects, one that is similar to a recent interpretation of Kant given by 
Rae Langton.’ As an interpretation of Kant’s metaphysics, this view connects the pre-Crit- 
ical, realist, Leibnizian substance metaphysics to the Critical writings to a greater extent 
than most commentators had done before. As an interpretation of Schopenhauer, it di- 
vorces his talk of the essence of things from transcendental idealism. That is to say, 
rather than seeing the inner essence of objects as tantamount to the “unconditioned” 
essence of any given representation, for Welchman, Schopenhauer’s transcendent meta- 
physics derives from a separate set of concerns, namely, from Schopenhauer’s anxiety 
that “our experience of objects leaves us alienated from their intrinsic properties because 
it gives us access only to their extrinsic [relational] properties, not primarily because they 
are only representations.”® Thus, the second sense of (. 113) metaphysics—and the iden- 
tification of the thing-in-itself with will—on Welchman’s view “can be formulated much 
more independently of transcendental idealism”? and is based instead on Schopenhauer’s 
uneasiness with the idea that the world of representation—a world in which all properties 
are entirely relational—is all that there is. On this basis, he formulates a transcendent 
metaphysics of the inner, nonrelational, substantial essence of things.!° 


One might think that by distinguishing an outer and inner side of things, Schopenhauer 
stays firmly in a Kantian lane, echoing the distinction between appearances and things as 
they are in themselves, but for Welchman Schopenhauer shows himself to be “unKantian” 
by identifying “the inner essence of things with fundamental forces”!! of nature, rather 
than pointing to unknowable things-in-themselves. And then, in order to gain more infor- 
mation on these fundamental forces, he looks to first-personal experience to furnish evi- 
dence as to what they are like from the inside. 


Welchman’s is a fresh and intriguing interpretation of the two senses of metaphysics at 
work in Schopenhauer’s mature writings. It has the further advantage of connecting it to 
newer currents in Kant scholarship (Langton), as well as to contemporary currents in 
metaphysics such as panpsychism. But I would like to suggest, by contrast, that 
Schopenhauer’s allegiance to the three tenets of Kant’s transcendental idealism was 
more steadfast throughout his writings than Welchman recognizes and to offer a reading 
of Schopenhauer’s second sense of metaphysics that is not only inspired by transcenden- 
tal idealism, but remains faithful to it as well. 


6.2 One Certain Thing 


In the first book of WWR, Schopenhauer employs the Kantian, transcendental sense of 
metaphysics, but in Book II, he seems to most commentators to be offering a transcen- 
dent metaphysics. According to Robert Wicks, for example, Schopenhauer goes transcen- 
dent by identifying the Kantian thing-in-itself with will on the strength of the unique, only 
very thinly veiled by the form-of-time insight into our own acts of will.!? 
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And, as sketched earlier, on Welchman’s recent view, he goes transcendent by separating 
intrinsic and extrinsic properties of objects and identifying those intrinsic properties with 
fundamental forces. On either of these views, he is dropping the Kantian, transcendental- 
idealist claim that we must remain ignorant of things as they are in themselves. But let us 
look closely at the text to see if Schopenhauer really does depart from transcendental ide- 
alism in his identification of the thing in itself with will. 


At the start of Book II, he sums up the problem we are left with after Book I: Is the world 
nothing more than the world of representation? Does it have any meaning beyond this? 
He holds that we look to the natural sciences and mathematics in vain for an answer to 
these questions for all that they will give us are etiological explanations that boil down to 
“a catalogue of inexplicable forces and an authoritative specification of the rule according 
to which they emerge, succeed one another, and displace one another in space ©. 114) 
and time” (WWRI1, 122). These etiological explanations do not satisfy the need to know 
what the world of representation really means, however. 


[W]e want to know the meaning [Bedeutung] of those representations: we ask if 
this world is nothing more than representation; in which case it would have to 
pass over us like an insubstantial dream or a ghostly phantasm, not worth our no- 
tice; or in fact whether it is something else, something more, and if so, what this 
could be. (WWRI1, 123) 


This compressed bit of reasoning takes the form of a modus tollens and goes as follows: If 
the world were nothing more than representation, then we wouldn’t care so much about 
it. But we clearly do care a lot about it! Thus, the world must be something in addition to 
representation.!3 So what is it? 


In the search for the “meaning” [Bedeutung] of the world of representation, Schopen- 
hauer takes one Cartesian-style point of certainty as his point of departure. “[T]his much 
is certain” he writes, “what we are looking for would have to be wholly and completely 
different from representation, and so its forms and laws could be nothing at all like those 
of representation” (WWR1, 123). But a question naturally arises about this; namely, what 
licenses him to start from this “certain” claim in his search for the meaning of the in-itself 
of the world? 


The answer is ... transcendental idealism. Recall the three tenets of transcendental ideal- 
ism adumbrated at the start of this chapter: (1) that our experience is ineluctably struc- 
tured by our cognitive faculties, (2) that this mediation of experience through cognitive 
faculties inevitably puts an epistemic barrier between ourselves and the world as it is in 
itself, and thus (3) we can never know things as they are in themselves. The second tenet 
is the guiding one, giving Schopenhauer the one certain clue as to the nature of the in-it- 
self of the world as representation for it says that the cognitive conditioning we impose 
on representations (space, time, and causality) necessarily impose an epistemic barrier 
between us and the way things are in themselves. That is to say, the way the world is in it- 
self cannot be like the way we represent it since the conditions we impose in representing 
it are exclusively subjective. Contra the representational realist, then, who believes that 
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our cognitive faculties just give us the way the world really is in itself, the transcendental 
idealist—at least according to Kant and Schopenhauer-holds that the cognitive condition- 
ing we impose on representations must obscure the way things are in themselves: since 
the forms we impose on our experience are exclusively subjective, the way things are in 
themselves cannot be like the way they appear to us. 


The Kantian assumption of the exclusive subjectivity of spatio-temporal form was famous- 
ly criticized by Adolf Trendelenburg (and also in Kant’s lifetime by H. A. Pistorius).!4 In 
what has come to be called his “neglected alternative” objection, Trendelenburg held that 
Kant neglected the possibility that spatiotemporal form could be a subjective cognitive 
condition as well as an objective property of the way things are in themselves. On this 
view, our cognitive conditions would not obscure the way things are themselves (let alone 
necessarily obscure them from us); rather, they would track or reflect the way ©. 115) 
things really are in themselves. Leaving aside whether or not this objection to the second 
tenet of transcendental idealism is potent, what is important for this inquiry is that 
Schopenhauer was aware of the objection and, along with Kant, held on to the exclusive 
subjectivity of spatiotemporal form, thinking it frankly absurd that a subjective form of 
our cognition could also be an actual property of things as they are in themselves. 


On my view, Schopenhauer embraces the position Kant takes in the Prolegomena, where 
he responds to the charge that he is a Berkeleyan idealist who does away with an extra- 

mental world entirely. In responding to this charge, Kant responds implicitly to the “ne- 

glected alternative,” writing, 


I would very much like to know how then my claims must be framed so as not to 
contain any idealism. Without doubt I would have to say: that the representation 
of space not only is perfectly in accordance with the relation that our sensibility 
has to objects, for I have said that, but that it is even fully similar to the object; an 
assertion to which I can attach no sense [keinen Sinn verbinden kann], any more 
than to the assertion that the sensation of red is similar to the property of 
cinnabar that excites this sensation in me.!° 


I take the key premise in Kant’s reasoning here to be based on Berkeley’s “likeness prin- 
ciple,” which is somewhat ironic since he is intent to argue that he is not a Berkeleyan 
idealist in this section of the Prolegomena. For Berkeley, our ideas of sensible qualities 
cannot resemble those qualities themselves, for “an idea can be like nothing but an idea; 
a color or figure can be like nothing but another color or figure.”!® In the preceding pas- 
sage, I take Kant to interpret the likeness principle in the following manner: properties 
that belong to a representation in virtue of its character as representation cannot “resem- 
ble” or “be similar to” the properties in the object which excite the representation. Thus, 
with respect to the “cinnabar” in the preceding quote, it is logically impossible for the 
sensation of red (a property that belongs to one’s representation in virtue of its being a 
representation) “to be similar” to the objective property in the cinnabar that excites the 
sensation in the subject. 
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If my interpretation of this passage is accepted, we may reconstruct the following Kant- 
ian argument for the non-spatiotemporality of the thing in itself, or what amounts to the 
same thing, the exclusive subjectivity of spatiotemporal form, as follows: 


1. Properties that belong to a representation in virtue of its character as representa- 
tion cannot logically be similar to the properties in the object which excite the repre- 
sentation. 

2. Spatiotemporal form is a property of representations in virtue of their representa- 
tional character. 

3. Thus, things as they are in themselves must be non-spatiotemporal.!” 


Schopenhauer was an admirer of the Prolegomena, and I believe he is on board with 
Kant’s reasoning in Prolegomena 13 (Ak. 4:290), writing that Kant had “proved [daf er 

(p. 116) bewies] space as well as time to be a mere form [sei eine blofse Form] of our intu- 
ition or perception, which in consequence [die folglich] does not belong to things-in- 
themselves” (WWR2)/p), 7).'8 Connecting this back to our main discussion, by taking as his 
one, certain starting point that the way things are in themselves “would have to be wholly 
and completely different from representation” (WWR1, 123), Schopenhauer shows him- 
self to be a faithful follower of Kant’s transcendental idealism for he is using one of its 
central tenets as a guide. 


Yet perhaps one might think that he drops this allegiance once he actually hits on the cru- 
cial metaphysical insight; namely, the way to identify the thing in itself with will through 
one’s own bodily awareness. Perhaps then and only then does he decide to go transcen- 
dent? Let us delve further into Schopenhauer’s reasoning for the identification of the 
thing-in-itself as will to see if he finally goes transcendent in due course. 


For Schopenhauer, it is the fact that we are not just “disembodied” knowers of the world 
who can view even our own bodies from a purely objective standpoint, but that we are al- 
so rooted in the world as desiring, feeling, and willing individual bodies that gives us the 
“solution to the riddle” (WWR1, 124). This “double cognition” of our own body—as an ob- 
ject like any other object that we learn about through observation, but also first-personal- 
ly, more immediately, from the inside—is the “key to the essence of every appearance in 
nature” which we may judge “on the analogy with our body...” (WWR1, 129). But the 
reason why our first-personal experience of our bodies counts as affording such insight 
into the essence of ourselves and world as a whole in the first place is, again, transcen- 
dental idealism. He is guided toward this insight by seeking a kind of knowledge that by- 
passes, to the largest extent possible, the necessarily distorting cognitive conditions we 
place on all of the objects of our experience—distorting, that is, if one wants to know how 
things are in themselves. 


Since the consciousness of ourselves as willing is the “most immediate thing in our con- 
sciousness, and thus has not passed completely into the form of representation in which 
object and subject stand opposed to each other” (WWRI1, 134), it counts as a monumen- 
tally significant insight. In other words, because we have an insight that is more immedi- 
ate and less cognitively conditioned than any other—that is to say, conditioned by those 
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forms which necessarily distort the way things are in themselves—we therefore have an 
insight that has bypassed to a great extent the distorting “veils” between the cognizing 
subject and the way things are in themselves. So Schopenhauer is guided in his search 
for a “way into the fortress” of the thing-in-itself precisely by the aforementioned first two 
tenets of transcendental idealism. 


Furthermore, Schopenhauer is careful to note that while the cognition one has of his or 
her own will is “the most immediate cognition there is” (WWR1, 127), it is still cognitively 
conditioned by the form of time, “time being the form in which my body (like every other 
object) appears” (WWRI1, 216). So we have gotten very close to immediate access to the 
thing in itself, and, in WWR2, Schopenhauer characterizes this insight as “a kernel of the 
phenomenon different from the phenomenon itself.” Yet, a veil is still a veil, and this in- 
sight “can never be entirely separated from the phenomenon, and be regarded _ ©. 117) by 
itself as an ens extramundanum” (WWR2)p), 183). Accordingly, we still do not have a 
Schellingian “intellectual intuition” of the in-itself of the world even in our most immedi- 
ate experience of our own acts of will. So why does Schopenhauer think that he can go 
ahead and identify the thing-in-itself with will on the strength of this most-but-not-entirely 
immediate first-personal insight? 


On my view, Schopenhauer knows he cannot justify making this identification as a piece 
of transcendent metaphysical doctrine for he recognizes that the thing-in-itself can never 
be a true object of knowledge: “This thing in itself (we will retain the Kantian expression 
as a standing formula) can never be an object, because an object is only its appearance 
and not what it really is” (WWRI1, 135). 


However, if we want to “think objectively” about it, if we want to take a stab at solving 
the riddle of the world, then our best bet is to use the clue we have from the most imme- 
diate cognition we have. Schopenhauer certainly wants to offer a solution to the riddle of 
the world, he wants to decipher it, and so he names the thing in itself “will.” But note in 
the following passage how he qualifies this identification; he writes: 


It is nonetheless fair to say that we are only using a denomination from the superi- 
or term [a denonimatio a potiori] that gives the concept of will a broader scope 
than it had before. ... Accordingly, I will name the genus [the thing in itself] after 
its most important species [the human will]; the more intimate and immediate cog- 
nition we have of this species leads to the mediated cognition we have of all the 
others. (WWR1, 135-36) 


By signaling that he is “only using a denomination from the superior term [a denonimatio 
a potiori]” to identify the thing itself as “will,” he signals that he is not using the “is” of 
ordinary predication (e.g., “S is P”). Rather, he announces that he is only using a poetic 
device to name the thing in itself “will.” According to dictionaries of Schopenhauer’s day, 
“denominatio a potiori” meant something like “after or according to the main part or fea- 
ture does a thing get its name.”!9 The Meyers Konversations-Lexikon (edition 1885-1892: 
1, 695), for example, glosses “a potiori” as: “seinem Hauptteil nach erhalt ein Ding seine 
Benennung.” This device is one that I call “metonymic” insofar as it names the whole (das 
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Ding) according to one of its parts (typically the best known part) (ein Hauptteil). This is 
the kind of identification at work when, for example, one says that “the crown” set out on 
horseback to meet the Spanish armada. Here, “the crown” is a part that stands for the 
whole, Queen Elizabeth I, or perhaps for a less tangible whole, the determination or the 
power of the monarch. Similarly, Schopenhauer uses the term “will” (the best known 
part) to stand for the whole (the thing in itself) in order to think objectively about what 
strictly speaking cannot be known as an object.?° 


In the preceding quotes, then, we see that Schopenhauer is carefully qualifying the 
knowledge claim involved in the identification of the thing in itself with the term “will”: 
first, the thing in itself can never be an actual object of cognition; second, if we try to 
think of it objectively, we’ll need to use a figurative device, the denominatio a potiori or 

(p. 118) metonymy, naming what cannot be a direct object of knowledge after its best 
known part; and third, even our access to its best known part—to one’s own will—is medi- 
ated through the form of time, and so that access is not entirely immediate. 


These caveats demonstrate abiding Kantian epistemic scruples, yet Schopenhauer’s meta- 
physical pronouncements can at times seem quite bold, as in the following: 


Only the will is thing in itself: as such, the will is by no means a representation, it 
is quite different in kind from representation: all representations, all objects are 
the appearance, the visible manifestation, the objecthood of the will. The will is 
the innermost, the kernel of every individual thing and likewise of the whole. 
(WWRI1, 135) 


While it sounds here as if Schopenhauer is offering a transcendent metaphysical doctrine, 
what I'd like to suggest is that we take him in such passages as being less careful than he 
should be, given the interpretation offered here. Sometimes it seems that Schopenhauer 
gets carried away by his own rhetoric and goes off the rails, but, in his more careful mo- 
ments, I believe that what he is offering is not metaphysics in a transcendent sense, but 
rather an immanent metaphysics in a hermeneutic sense. Greater evidence for this 
hermeneutic sense of metaphysics can be found in a lengthy discussion of “Man’s Need 
for Metaphysics” (WWR2, ch. 17) to which I now turn. 


6.3 The Metaphysical Need 


Recall that, for Kant, the one legitimate sense of metaphysics is the transcendental one, 
knowledge of the synthetic a priori conditions of experience; with this, according to Kant, 
we should be humble and satisfied. On moral grounds, we may legitimately hope that 
there is a God, a soul, and an afterlife in which happiness will be proportionate to moral 
desert, but we cannot have theoretical knowledge of these and other traditional themes 
of metaphysics. Because Kant’s arguments relegated such transcendent metaphysical 
speculation to the “dustbin of history” (to quote Marx anachronistically), he received the 
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moniker “der Alleszermalmende Kant” (the all-destroying Kant) from his friend, Moses 
Mendelssohn.?! 


Schopenhauer agrees that Kant has crushed traditional metaphysics as it had been done 
by Spinoza, Leibniz, and Wolff, but he also recognizes that there is a universal, human de- 
sire to have such traditional metaphysical questions addressed, and he does not think 
that human beings will ever be satisfied with Kantian humility about the nature of the 
world as it is in itself. Unlike non-human animals, where will and intellect are closely 
aligned, Schopenhauer sees that in human beings they are sufficiently separated such 
that we feel “surprised” at our own existence (WWR2)/p), 160). We wonder at our own 
works, at our inevitable death, at the apparent vanity and fruitlessness of human effort, 
and at the existence of evil, wickedness, and suffering (WWR2)p;, 171). From this ©. 119) 
wonder arises a “metaphysical need,” a need for “an interpretation” of the world. This 
need also explains why “the really materialistic as well as the absolutely sceptical sys- 
tems have never been able to obtain a general or lasting influence...” (WWR2)p), 162). In 
terms of popular appeal, materialism and skepticism have long lost out to metaphysical 
philosophies and even more so to religions, which not only meet the metaphysical need 
but also perform the dual function of being “guiding star of their action” as well as “the 
indispensable consolation of the deep sorrows of life” (WWR2/p), 167). 


Testimony to this metaphysical need can be found in the “[t]Jemples and churches, pago- 
das and mosques, [that exist] in all countries and ages, in their splendor and 
spaciousness” (WWR2/p},162). The task for philosophers, as Schopenhauer sees it, is not 
to rest with Kantian humility but rather to furnish an interpretation of the world that is 
based in experience and well-supported by the philosophical and empirical evidence. Ac- 
cordingly, he describes his own metaphysical endeavor as follows: 


The whole of experience is like a cryptograph, and philosophy is like the decipher- 
ing of it, and the correctness of this is confirmed by the continuity and connection 
that appear everywhere. If only this whole is grasped in sufficient depth, and in- 
ner experience is connected to outer, it must be capable of being interpreted, ex- 
plained, from itself. (WWR2)p), 182) 


The model of metaphysics that he outlines as the proper one is that of “deciphering” or 
“Interpretation” of the world in which the philosopher uses all of the phenomenological 
resources of inner and outer experience and seeks confirmation by the interpretation’s 
ability to make sense of phenomena as a whole. Thus, appropriate philosophy (meta- 
physics) is similar to offering a well-justified interpretation of a work of art. Like an artis- 
tic interpretation, it should stand or fall on how well it accords with the evidence in that 
work (in the case of the world, the empirical evidence, both first and third-personal) and 
with how well it makes sense of the work as a whole. Now, one can offer an interpretation 
of the world that is also transcendently metaphysical, and this is the way the standard 
view would read Schopenhauer. But as I will argue in what follows, Schopenhauer is in- 
tent on offering an interpretation of the world—thus meeting the metaphysical need—that 
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nonetheless remains immanent and is always bound up with the phenomena that are to 
be explained.22 


To illustrate the difference between my hermeneutic reading of Schopenhauer’s approach 
to metaphysics and the traditional reading of Schopenhauer as a more old-style, transcen- 
dent sort of metaphysician, it is helpful to look at how Robert Wicks frames the Schopen- 
hauerian identification for the thing-in-itself with Will. Wicks writes, 


If the thing-in-itself is not essentially Will, however, then there is no reason to ex- 
pect that the world as representation will present a violent appearance. This is the 
problem. As we know, Schopenhauer accounts for the daily world’s violence in ref- 
erence to a single, blind Will that our PSR divides into individuals that stand 
against each other. Individuals selfishly and aggressively oppose each other owing 
to the metaphysical fact that their inner nature is blind Will, not because the na- 
ture of reality merely (.120) appears to us to be in itself Will, or because Will is 
only one of possibly an infinite number of the thing-in-itself’s other dimensions.?° 


Here, Wicks presents Schopenhauer as utilizing his key breakthrough—the thing-in-itself 
is will—as a “metaphysical fact.” This secure fact then leads us “to expect” that the world 
as representation will present as violent. According to Wicks’s characterization here, 
Schopenhauer’s methodology seems to be foundationalist: get the metaphysical facts 
straight, and then they will be able to predict the character of the phenomena. 


By contrast, instead of seeing Schopenhauer as foundationalist in his methodology, I see 
him as a coherentist: starting from the arguments in favor of transcendental idealism and 
then adding to this his breakthrough first-personal insight into oneself as will, he names 
(metonymically) the thing in itself “will.” In this, we have a key (rather than a “metaphysi- 
cal fact”) for interpreting the phenomena. But we should not then take the key itself as 
predictive; rather, we must look to experience of the phenomenal world to confirm or dis- 
confirm it. Happily, for Schopenhauer, experience does confirm that he is on the right 
track and much of On Will in Nature consists of detailing how the best science of his day 
does actually confirm the “key” to interpreting the world. However, the major difference 
between Wicks’s view and mine is that, on my view, it is the evidence from experience 
that gives us good reason to think the key is right and not the key on its own that gives us 
predictive power about the phenomenal world. Thus, I think it is a live possibility for 
Schopenhauer that the empirical evidence might disconfirm the key. My view has the ad- 
vantage of making sense of Schopenhauer’s many assertions about the importance of his 
On Will in Nature as providing the empirical “confirmation” that the key is correct. 


Further evidence for reading Schopenhauer as having a back-and-forth, coherentist 
method between philosophical argument/insight and experience of the phenomenal world 
comes in his criticism of Kant for not trying to address nagging metaphysical questions at 
least in part with empirical evidence. 
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But does it not rather seem positively wrong-headed that, in order to solve the rid- 
dle of experience, in other words, of the world which alone lies before us, we 
should close our eyes to it, ignore its contents, and take and use for our material 
merely the empty forms of which we are a priori conscious? (WWR2)p), 181) 


Similarly, he faults those who have tried to address metaphysical questions for lack of 
consistency between their theories and the empirical evidence. 


Thus, for example, the optimism of Leibniz conflicts with the obvious misery of ex- 
istence; Spinoza’s doctrine that the world is the only possible and absolutely nec- 
essary substance is incompatible with our wonder and astonishment at its exis- 
tence and essential nature; Wolff’s doctrine that man has existentia and essentia 
from a will foreign to him runs counter to our moral responsibility for actions. 
(WWR2/p}, 184) 


(vp. 121) In contrast to foundationalist thinkers like Spinoza, Leibniz, and Wolff, the “key” 


to deciphering the “riddle” of the world consists in “combining at the right place outer ex- 


perience with inner, and making the latter the key to the former” (WWR2)p), 181), but 

confirmation that one has deciphered the world of phenomena correctly comes from the 
fact that it allows us to “perceive agreement and consistency in the contrasting confusion 
of the phenomena of this world” (WWR2)p), 185). 


It is important to underscore, however, that throughout this endeavor to decipher the 
world correctly, Schopenhauer shows himself to be faithful to transcendental idealism. 
The right sort of metaphysics, he writes, 


... remains immanent, and does not become transcendent; for it never tears itself 
entirely from experience, but remains the mere interpretation and explanation 
thereof, as it never speaks of the thing-in-itself otherwise than in its relation to the 
phenomenon. This, at any rate, is the sense in which I have attempted to solve the 
problem of metaphysics, taking into general consideration the limits of human 
knowledge which have been demonstrated by Kant. (WWR2/p), 183, emphasis 
added) 


From this quote, one sees that Schopenhauer himself did not conceive of his metaphysi- 
cal enterprise as transcendent but rather thought of it as immanent and always circum- 
scribed by and consistent with Kant’s transcendental idealism. 


6.4 Conclusion 


While I believe the textual evidence favors the metonymic interpretation of 
Schopenhauer’s identification of the thing in itself with will as well as the immanent 
hermeneutic interpretation of Schopenhauer’s metaphysical enterprise, there are some 
prima facie philosophical problems with this view that might make it unattractive, viz. 


Page 11 of 18 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


The Enduring Kantian Presence in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy 


Wicks’s more traditional interpretation or Welchman’s more forward-looking interpreta- 
tion. 


First, on the hermeneutic interpretation, Schopenhauer’s “deciphering” of the world is 
likened to the “deciphering” of the meaning of a work of art. But the analogy between the 
world as representation and a work of art is a strained one. A work of art—even if it is 
one of Duchamp’s readymades—has an artist who presumably has intentions to convey 
some kind of meaning through the work. But Schopenhauer’s philosophy is decidedly 
atheistic: there is no sense here of a Celestial Artist of the world who tries to convey a 
meaning to us through the world-as-artwork. 


I think the way to assuage this worry, however, is to recognize that the “deciphering” lan- 
guage is meant to track a similarity in interpretative process that takes place in legiti- 
mate metaphysics and in the interpretation of a work of art without the assumption that 
the object of interpretation in each case is similarly intentional and meaningful. ©. 122) In 
fact, in the end of WWR1, Book IV, Schopenhauer suggests that the “meaning” of the 
world as representation is really nothing more than blind striving that, while purposive, is 
ultimately purposeless. This actually makes the world as representation sound very much 
like a beautiful natural object—one which exhibits purposiveness without a purpose (on 
Kant’s aesthetics)—rather than a work of art. So while the approach to interpretation is 
similar in each case, the object to be interpreted varies fundamentally. Ultimately, for 
Schopenhauer, the divergence of the world of representation from a work of art—it seems 
to lack an intelligent author/designer, it seems to lack actual purpose and meaning— 
should come as a rather unpleasant shock to the system of anyone who grasps this fully. 


Another worry is that perhaps my hermeneutic interpretation makes Schopenhauer’s 
view less interesting than, say, Welchman’s interpretation that connects Schopenhauer 
with currents in contemporary metaphysics and forward-thinking Kant scholarship. This 
may be the case, and I respect those who would like to read Schopenhauer with an eye to 
contemporary philosophical trends, but I do think that my interpretation makes Schopen- 
hauer interesting from a methodological perspective. Reading Schopenhauer’s meta- 
physics as pulling off a difficult balancing act between addressing the human metaphysi- 
cal need and remaining faithful to transcendental idealism shows him as a very resource- 
ful thinker. In my view, he utilizes the following resources: 


1. Kantian transcendental argument (though mostly in his earliest work, FR) 

2. Close attention to experience (both inner and outer) 

3. Careful phenomenological description of various sorts of experience (conative, dis- 
interested-aesthetic, sublime, moral, ascetic, mystical) 

4. Evidence from the best science of his day 

5. Inference to the best explanation 


Schopenhauer attempts to put all of this together in a kind of Rawlsian “reflective equilib- 
rium” avant la lettre. While Rawls tries to offer a theory of justice that best comports with 
our moral intuitions and empirical evidence (from economics, sociology, etc.), Schopen- 
hauer tries to offer an interpretation of the meaning of the world—an immanent meta- 
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physics—that best comports with transcendental idealism and inner and outer experi- 
ence. By looking closely at actual experiences, he finds the “key”—the notion of the 
essence of the world as will—to deciphering the meaning of the world as representation. 


But the key is not deployed in a top-down fashion. He checks that key insight against sci- 
entific findings (especially in On Will in Nature), finding empirical confirmation of his in- 
terpretation of the essence of the world. He also checks it against deep intuitions from or- 
dinary experience, such as the feeling of moral responsibility at the end of On the Free- 
dom of the Will, which supports the Kantian intelligible/empirical character distinction. 
And he checks the interpretation against the evidence of genuine compassion and the 
sense that only the motive of compassion gives an action moral worth (in On the Basis of 
Morality). Finally, he checks it in light of the experience of aesthetic and ascetic will-less- 
ness (in Books III and IV of WWR1). 


(p. 123) After a careful back and forth between transcendental idealism and the “key” it 
affords through inner experience to deciphering the meaning of the world as representa- 
tion, he searches around in a wide variety of human experiences, in the cutting-edge nat- 
ural science of his day, in works of art, music, and perhaps even a little bit of history, to 
see whether it all fits together into a coherent interpretation. Ultimately, Schopenhauer is 
satisfied with his interpretation for he thinks he has hit on an epistemically virtuous equi- 
librium, writing, 


I must deny that any doctrine of my philosophy could honestly be added to such a 
list [of problematic metaphysical doctrines], just because each one has been 
thought out in the presence of perceived reality, and none has its root in abstract 
concepts alone. ... The discovered answer to a riddle shows itself as the right one 
by the fact that all the statements of the riddle are consistent with it. Thus my 
teaching enables us to perceive agreement and consistency in the contrasting con- 
fusion of the phenomena of this world, and solves the innumerable contradictions 
which, seen from every other point of view, are presented by it. (WWR2/p), 184- 
85) 


Although Schopenhauer is satisfied that he has hit upon the correct interpretation of the 
world as representation, one that enables us to “perceive agreement and consistency” in 
the world and resolves the “innumerable contradictions” that arise from other doctrines, 
if there should be recalcitrant facts that don’t square with his system, or puzzles and con- 
tradictions that his own system cannot resolve, or new scientific findings that cast facets 
of his system into doubt, then, by the lights of his own methodological advice, we should 
keep working on a better interpretation. 


Are there recalcitrant facts of experience that Schopenhauer’s system does not address? 
Surely there are. What about the experience of positive joy in the world that seems to 
conflict with this theory of pleasure as being merely a privation? What about the fact that 
striving can actually be enjoyable and engaging rather than relentlessly painful? What 
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about the evident role of reason in morality, a role that seems badly undertheorized in his 
view of compassion as the source of all morally worthy actions??4 


Are there scientific facts that don’t square well with his system? Indeed, a Darwinian 
view of species does not fit well at all with the Platonic Ideas as the levels of objectifica- 
tion of the will. Are there puzzles and contradictions that his system does not resolve? 
Surely there are: How exactly are we to square the Platonic Ideas with the notion of a 
monistic world as will? How can the intelligible character act in the world if it is not in 
time? How is it possible for an individual to renounce the will, apparently, through an act 
of will? 


It may be possible to deal successfully with these challenging questions, but my point 
here is simply that on Schopenhauer’s own methodological grounds, they should spur us 
on to seek out an improved interpretation. It could be that some of these contradictions 
might be so severe that we should actually give up on one of the key tenets of transcen- 
dental idealism (like that worrisome tenet 2 perhaps). But, to his credit, on the hermeneu- 
tic interpretation, Schopenhauer himself offers up a methodology that points us in a fruit- 
ful direction for further philosophical inquiry. 
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Notes: 


(1.) 1am grateful to Robert Wicks, Alistair Welchman, and Jens Lemanski for helpful dis- 
cussion of the themes in this chapter. 


(2.) David Cartwright helpfully lays out the 20th c. critical landscape on this issue in his 
“Two Senses of the ‘Thing-in-Itself’ in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy,” Idealistic Studies 
(2001): 31-54. He also characterizes the standard view as follows: “Schopenhauer 
claimed that the will (Wille) is the thing-in-itself, and since metaphysical knowledge is 
knowledge of the thing-in-itself, Schopenhauer also claimed metaphysical knowledge” (p. 
31). 


(3.) My interpretation of Schopenhauer’s second sense of metaphysics as hermeneutic is 
similar to recent views put forward by Daniel Schubbe in his book Philosophie des Zwis- 
chen: Hermeneutik und Aporetik bei Schopenhauer. Wurzburg: Konigshausen u. Neu- 
mann, 2010. See also Daniel Schubbe, “Schopenhauers Hermeneutik—Metaphysische 
Entzifferung oder Explikation ‘intutiver’ Erkenntnis?” Schopenhuaer-Jahrbuch, 93 (2012), 
409-424, and Thomas Regehly & Daniel Schubbe Schopenhauer und die Deutung der Ex- 
istenz: Perspectiven auf Phanomenologie, Existenzphilosophie und Hermeneutik. 
Stuttgart: J.B. Metzler, 2016, especially Peter Welsen, “Schopenhauers Hermeneutik des 
Willens” pp. 157-170 in this volume. For some recent studies that resist such a reading, 
see Manja Kisner, Der Wille und das Ding an sich. Schopenhauers Willensmetaphysik in 
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ihrem Bezug zu Kants kritischer Philosophie und dem nachkantischen Idealismus. 
Wurzburg, Konigshausen u. Neumann, 2016 and Alessandro Novembre, I] Giovane 
Schopenhauer: LOrigine Della Metafisica Della Volonta (Milan: Memesis, 2018), especial- 
ly Chapter 12. 


(4.) My interpretation of Schopenhauer’s second sense of metaphysics as hermeneutic is 
also similar to that offered by Julian Young in his Willing and Unwilling: A Study of the 
Philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer (Dordrecht: Nijhoff, 1987) and John Atwell, Schopen- 
hauer and the Character of the World: The Metaphysics of Will (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995). However, my interpretation differs from theirs in that they down- 
play the identification that Schopenhauer actually makes between the Kantian thing-in-it- 
self and will. I acknowledge that Schopenhauer makes this identification, but hold that it 
is metonymical. 


(5.) Alistair Welchman, “Schopenhauer’s Two Metaphysics: Transcendental and Transcen- 
dent,” in The Palgrave Schopenhauer Handbook, edited by Sandra Shapshay (London: 
Palgrave-Macmillan, 2017), 129-49. 


(6.) Ibid., 146. 


(7.) It should be noted, though, that Welchman and I are operating with somewhat differ- 
ent understandings of transcendental idealism. He thinks of it as claim (1) plus the infer- 
ence that things in themselves must be non-spatiotemporal or causal. Following Langton, 
Welchman holds that one can be a transcendental idealist in this narrower sense and re- 

main neutral about epistemic access to things in themselves, and he offers an interpreta- 
tion of Schopenhauer as holding on to this narrower view of transcendental idealism and 
claiming that we can know something about the thing-in-itself. 


(8.) Welchman, “Schopenhauer’s Two Metaphysics,” 146. 
(9.) Ibid., 130. 

(10.) Ibid., 140. 

(11.) Ibid., 134. 


(12.) Robert Wicks canvasses alternative, more Kantian views like the one I am urging in 
this chapter but defends this traditional, transcendent metaphysical view of Schopen- 
hauer in chapter 6 of his Schopenhauer (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008). Wicks writes, “[w]hen 
Schopenhauer claims that the thing-in-itself is Will, it seems to be an absolute and ex- 
haustive characterization of the basis of things. This would locate him squarely among the 
more optimistic post-Kantian philosophers who maintain that since the thing-in-itself is 
knowable, traditional metaphysics is possible and achievable” (67). 


(13.) This reasoning may also be characterized as a modus tollendo ponens or disjunctive 
syllogism or perhaps even more accurately as an exclusive disjunctive syllogism. I am 
grateful to Jens Lemanski for discussion on this point. 
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(14.) For Trendelenburg’s famous objection, which stirred a lively debate with the great 
historian of philosophy, Kuno Fischer, see F. A. Trendelenburg, Logische Untersuchungen 
(2nd edition) (Leipzig, 1862) and his Kuno Fischer und sein Kant (Leipzig, 1869) for the 
original formulation of this objection. According to Hans Vaihinger, the “neglected alter- 
native” was actually first suggested by a contemporary of Kant’s, H. A. Pistorius. See Vai- 
hinger, Commentar zu Kants Kritik der reinen Vernunft, Vol. 2 (Stuttgart, 1922), 134-51. 


(15.) Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics, edited and translated by 
Gary Hatfield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 41, Ak. 4: 289f. 


(16.) George Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, edited 
by C. M. Turbayne (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1970), section 8, 249. 


(17.) For the full argument for this claim, see Sandra Shapshay, “Did Schopenhauer Ne- 
glect the ‘Neglected Alternative’ Objection?” Archiv fur Geschichte der Philosophie 93, 3 
(2011): 321-48. 


(18.) Desmond Hogan takes issue with my Berkeleyan interpretation of how Kant (and fol- 
lowing him, Schopenhauer) thought he was entitled to dismiss the so-called neglected al- 
ternative. According to Hogan, Schopenhauer held that the Transcendental Aesthetic’s 
argument from synthetic a priori knowledge to the non-spatiotemporality of things in 
themselves was successful and was not susceptible to Trendelenburg’s famous objection. 
For his alternative proposal on Kant and Schopenhauer’s handling of the “neglected alter- 
native,” see “Schopenhauer’s Transcendental Aesthetic” in The Sensible and Intelligble 
Worlds: New Essays on Kant’s Metaphysics and Epistemology, edited by Karl Schafer and 
Nick Stang (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming). 


(19.) Dale Jacquette, in his “Schopenhauer’s Proof that the Thing-in-Itself Is Will,” Kantian 
Review 12, 2 (2007), 76-108, presents a reconstruction of what he terms Schopenhauer’s 
second (later) argument for the identification of the thing-in-itself as will that is similar to 
mine, except that he does not draw as much attention to the part-whole identification 
that I am calling “metonymic” and he does not think that Kantian epistemic scruples hold 
Schopenhauer back from claiming transcendent metaphysical knowledge. 


(20.) For the full argument for this metonymical identification, see Sandra Shapshay, “Po- 
etic Intuition and the Bounds of Sense: Metaphor and Metonymy in Schopenhauer’s Phi- 
losophy,” European Journal of Philosophy 16, 2 (2008), 211-29, reprinted in Better Con- 
sciousness: Schopenhauer’s Philosophy of Value, edited by Christopher Janaway and Alex 
Neill (London: Blackwell, 2009). 


(21.) See the preface to Moses Mendelssohn, Morgenstunde oder Vorlesungen uber das 
Daseyn Gottes, in Gesammelte Schriften. Band 3.2 (Berlin, 1929). First published in 
(Berlin: Christian Friedrich Vof&, 1785). 


(22.) Iam grateful to Alistair Welchman for pressing me on this point. 


(23.) Wicks, Schopenhauer, 131 (emphasis added). 
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(24.) For more on this please see Chapter 5 of my Reconstructing Schopenhauer’s Ethics: 
Hope, Compassion and Animal Welfare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019). 


Sandra Shapshay 


Sandra Shapshay is Professor of Philosophy at Hunter College, City University of 
New York (CUNY). She works primarily on the history of ethics and aesthetics in the 
nineteenth century, with a particular focus on Schopenhauer and Kant, and she aims 
to bring the insights of this history to bear on contemporary debates. She is the au- 
thor of Reconstructing Schopenhauer’s Ethics: Hope, Compassion, and Animal Wel- 
fare (Oxford University Press, 2019) and is the editor of the Palgrave Schopenhauer 
Handbook (2018). With Levi Tenen, she recently edited a special issue of the Journal 
of Aesthetics and Art Criticism titled “The Good, The Beautiful, The Green: Environ- 
mentalism and Aesthetics” (2018). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


In 1811, Schopenhauer moved to Berlin, where he remained until 1813. During this time, 
he encountered J. G. Fichte, attending his lectures on The Facts of Consciousness (1812) 
and the Wissenschaftslehre (1812). Moreover, he read many of Fichte’s earlier works, in- 
cluding System of Ethics: According to the Principles of the Wissenschaftslehre (1798) 
and Foundations of Natural Right: According to the Principles of the Wissenschaftslehre 
(1796/97). In addition to these more academic lectures and writings, he read one of 
Fichte’s last popular works, Way to the Blessed Life: Or also, the Religionslehre (1806). 
Schopenhauer soon managed to familiarize himself with the main parts of the Wis- 
senschaftslehre: theoretical philosophy, practical philosophy, and philosophy of the postu- 
lates. He kept notes—found in his Manuscript Remains—of his sojourns in Fichte’s tran- 
scendental idealism, or Wissenschaftsleere as he deridingly called it. In later years, he re- 
turned to Fichte’s philosophy—sometimes explicitly and sometimes implicitly—in the Ba- 
sis of Morality (1840) and the World as Will and Representation (1859). In this chapter, 
the author uses both Schopenhauer’s early notes in the Manuscript Remains and his later 
published writings to show how he understood Fichte’s transcendental idealism, where 
he disagreed with it, and where he (sometimes grudgingly) acknowledged its value. The 
author argues that while Fichte and Schopenhauer share many assumptions about philos- 
ophy and subjectivity, they arrive at quite different conclusions about the ultimate value 
of human striving. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Fichte, will, transcendental idealism, idealism 


Page 1 of 23 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Fichte and Schopenhauer on Knowledge, Ethics, Right, and Religion 


4.1 Introduction: Schopenhauer and Transcen- 
dental Idealism 


Schopenhauer said little about what he owed to Johann Gottlieb Fichte. Nonetheless, a 
careful reader will discern some commonalities between transcendental philosophers 
such as Kant, Fichte, (the young) Schelling, and Schopenhauer. Not only does he share 
the transcendental approach with his predecessors, the concept of subjectivity remains 
central in his philosophy—a concept crucial to the philosophy of transcendental idealism. 
In 1811, Schopenhauer moved to Berlin, where he remained until 1813. He devoted con- 
siderable attention to Kant during this time, but he also became familiar with Fichte, at- 
tending his lectures on The Facts of Consciousness (1812) and the Wissenschaftslehre 
(1812). Moreover, he read many of Fichte’s earlier works, including System of Ethics: Ac- 
cording to the Principles of the Wissenschaftslehre (1798) and Foundations of Natural 
Right: According to the Principles of the Wissenschaftslehre (1796/97).° In addition to 
these more academic lectures and writings, he read one of Fichte’s last popular works, 
Way to the Blessed Life: Or also, the Religionslehre (1806).* 


1 


During his years as a student, Schopenhauer managed to familiarize himself with the 
main parts of the Wissenschaftslehre: theoretical philosophy, practical philosophy, and 
philosophy of the postulates.° He kept notes—found in his Manuscript Remains—of his so- 
journs in Fichte’s transcendental idealism, or Wissenschaftsleere as he deridingly called 
it. In later years, he returned to Fichte’s philosophy—sometimes explicitly and sometimes 

(p- 68) implicitly—in the Basis of Morality (1840) and the World as Will and Representa- 
tion (1859). In this chapter, I use both Schopenhauer’s early notes in the Manuscript Re- 
mains and his later published writings to show how he understood Fichte’s transcenden- 
tal idealism, where he disagreed with it, and where he (sometimes grudgingly) acknowl- 
edged its value. 


4.2 Fichte and Schopenhauer on the Theory of 
Cognition, or the Theoretical Wissenschaft- 
slehre 


Fichte’s theoretical philosophy (of cognition), which he usually just called Wissenschaft- 
slehre, was the part of his philosophy that accounted for the possibility of knowledge. It 
included his deductions of space, time, and what we normally call the categories of the 
understanding. The theoretical philosophy is supposed to explain how we must think 
about the natural world and our relation to it as free but limited human subjects. As men- 
tioned earlier, Fichte gave a series of lectures on the Facts of Consciousness and the Wis- 
senschaftslehre proper in 1812 that Schopenhauer attended, where the former lectures 
served as a preliminary to the latter. 
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Unlike early versions of the Wissenschaftslehre that address the pure I and its appear- 

ance in the sensible world as an individual I, the Wissenschaftslehre of 1812 addresses 
Absolute Sein, or Being, and its appearance as Absolute Knowledge within Dasein, exis- 
tence or consciousness. Nonetheless, the concepts of the pure I and the individual I do 

make an occasional appearance in this version of the Wissenschaftslehre. 


In the Facts of Consciousness, Fichte introduces the idea of philosophy. Philosophical 
knowledge, or Wissenschaftslehre, explains the ground of all knowledge: it is knowledge 
about knowledge. As such, it must assume a higher standpoint of abstraction than any 
other form of knowledge. The transcendental philosopher must survey the field of inquiry 
from the standpoint of philosophy, or the standpoint of absolute thought (Besonnenheit). 


From the standpoint of absolute thought, the transcendental philosopher observes con- 
sciousness, or the I, which posits itself as principle, or the form of knowledge. This I-form 
(Ich-form) is the representer of the world. It is the principle of the synthetic unity of ap- 
perception that unites all of its representations as its own. Moreover, the I is a principle 
of reality—of real being—so it is a practical principle. As an active I that affects the world 
of which it is a part, consciousness is always arranging the world in new and different 
ways, but always, at the same time, it is working on a world of material things that it was 
given in intuition. 


Consciousness is guided in its activity by the concept of a goal, which it constructs in con- 
sequence of a drive to activity, conceives through its ideal (thinking) activity, and realizes 
through its real (practical) activity. Each successive action changes the world and, thus, 
the drive reemerges as an endless series of impulses compelling the I to construct @. 69) 
new concepts of goals that satisfy its demands. The resulting endless series of actions on 
the part of the I, says Fichte, is the revelation of Absolute Being, which is described by 
the I as an ever-changing image (Bild). The I reflects on its drive and formulates it as a 
practical law for itself—an ought (Sollen)—that commands unconditionally for the I to ex- 
press Being through a series of images. Through the interactions between the pure I’s re- 
al and ideal activities, the sensible world of ordinary consciousness—the factual world— 
comes to exist for the individual I. However, the factual world is not the object of philo- 
sophical knowledge. 


As Fichte had said of earlier presentations of his philosophy, so he says of the Wis- 
senschaftslehre of 1812 that philosophical knowledge is really one concept that contains 
a series of concepts. The concept whereby philosophy begins is Being. The Wissenschaft- 
slehre begins with the concept of Being and is concerned with the relation between Be- 
ing, God, and consciousness. God cannot be expressed through any positive description, 
but the essence of God does appear in consciousness through the actions of the moral-re- 
ligious subject. 


Being appears in consciousness as knowledge (Wissen), which assumes the form of a self, 
or I, as principle. The entire Wissenschaftslehre is, according to Fichte, an analysis of this 
I, or freedom. The various relations between Being and consciousness are resolved within 
a central fivefold synthesis of substance, accident, principle (willing), principiate (prod- 
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uct), and an ought, which is ultimately revealed to be the Categorical Imperative (or the 
law that consciousness ought to construct an image of Being) and which is ultimately ful- 
filled by the Wissenschaftslehre itself. Consciousness, guided by a concept of a goal that 
satisfies its fundamental drive to activity, constructs this image of being through its activi- 
ty, which appears in the factual world as willing. 


In the process of explaining this expression of Being as consciousness, Fichte attempts to 
derive the categories of the understanding and to show the reciprocal relationship be- 
tween the sensible, visible world, and the supersensible, invisible world. He also argues 
that consciousness must find itself as an individual within a system of other I’s. The con- 
cept of God and the concept of the Wissenschaftslehre are actually empty according to 
Fichte. They clarify—they create a space for—one thing alone: the will. The Wissenschaft- 
slehre serves a higher purpose, which is to prepare the ground for morality. The true 
work (and worth) of philosophy remains to be accomplished after the theoretical Wis- 
senschaftslehre is completed. 


It appears that when Schopenhauer attended Fichte’s lectures on the Facts of Conscious- 
ness and the Wissenschaftslehre, he followed Fichte’s admonition to avoid taking detailed 
notes during class. He seems to have completed fairly close transcriptions of Fichte’s lec- 
tures from memory after returning home, faithful to what Fichte actually said during the 
lectures. Sadly, the younger philosopher’s reactions are overwhelmingly negative, apho- 
ristic, and sarcastic. As a result, we learn more about the Wissenschaftslehre of 1812 than 
we do about its possible influence on Schopenhauer. There is room, of course, for specu- 
lation (in the nontechnical sense). It does seem that Schopenhauer’s interests were 
piqued enough to keep him engaged with Fichte’s lectures and texts for some time to 
come. 


(vp. 70) Schopenhauer’s own ideas about the relation between willing and representation 
seem hardly to have developed in a vacuum. He most definitely regarded sensible exis- 
tence as a result of willing. Despite his tendency to give greater credit to the Sage of 
Konigsberg than to Fichte, there are much stronger idealistic, and existentialist, elements 
—such as those we discover in The World as Will and Representation—to be found in the 
Wissenschaftslehre of 1812 than in the Critique of Pure Reason. 


In Fichte’s philosophy, we find the explicit discussion of the relation between the one 
pure I, the system of I’s, and the individual I. Schopenhauer does not extract these ideas 
from Fichte’s work and simply insert them into his own, but there seems to have been 
some influence on his notions of the one noumenal will, the many interconnected wills, 
and the individual will. Like Fichte, he regards sensible consciousness as a manifestation 
of ultimate reality. 


Most of all, Fichte and Schopenhauer would agree that the problem of philosophy is to 
show that willing is the ground of the sensible world order. Although Schopenhauer ar- 
gues that selfless virtue is produced by a good disposition rather than through abstract 
moral philosophy, he does not regard moral philosophy as useless. Moral philosophy con- 
cerns the thing-in-itself that reveals itself in its phenomenon, the individual will. Ultimate- 
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ly, he regards philosophy as providing a path to and an understanding of moral life as 
well. 


4.3 Fichte and Schopenhauer on the Theory of 
Ethics, or the Practical Wissenschaftslehre 
(Sittenlehre) 


The practical Wissenschaftslehre, or Sittenlehre, considers the universal and necessary 
laws of reason to which the willing of every rational subject must conform.® Fichte’s first 
written formulation of his Sittenlehre appeared as the System of Ethics According to the 
Principles of the Wissenschaftslehre. In the Manuscript Remains, The Basis of Morality, 
and The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer criticizes many aspects of this 
work. He rejects the Categorical Imperative as the basic principle of morality, the concept 
of practical reason, the role of duty as a moral motive, and the idea of sensibility as an as- 
pect of the moral world. Nonetheless, like Fichte, he emphasizes the form of moral will- 
ing, the motive of moral action, and the role of feeling in moral consciousness. 


The first part of the Sittenlehre, or the “Deduction of the Principle of Morality,” is not a 
traditional derivation that purports to prove the reality of the Categorical Imperative or 
its supremacy as an ethical foundation. Instead, it contains a transcendental argument 
which shows that the principle of morality conditions individual self-consciousness. The 
deduction begins with a problem, or postulate. The reader, or would-be transcendental 
philosopher, must follow Fichte’s request to “think oneself, merely as oneself, i.e., sepa- 
rated from everything that is not ourselves.”’ This act of thinking leads to the discovery 
that a .7 rational individual becomes conscious of itself only insofar as it becomes 
conscious of its willing activity.® Since a rational subject is necessarily self-conscious, indi- 
vidual self-consciousness is necessarily conditioned by the subject’s discovery of its will- 
ing activity. However, if the rational subject can perceive its willing, it must be a determi- 
nate willing that seeks to produce some alteration in a possible object. The act of willing 
presupposes some object outside of the willing subject. A rational subject never perceives 
itself as it is in itself, but only as it is related to external things. 


If the I is considered in abstraction from external things, its essential characteristic is a 
tendency to self-activity for its own sake. The rational subject intuits this tendency as it- 
self, so it posits itself as possessing a “power of causality by means of mere concepts,” or 
freedom.!° This tendency appears as a drive within the entire I, which grounds its real 
self-activity. The entire I, however, is both subjective and objective—a subject-object— 
which neither the rational individual nor the transcendental philosopher can grasp as the 
identity of subject and object.!! 


The I must be considered as subject and object separately: first, by thinking of the objec- 
tive side being dependent on the subjective and, second, by thinking of the subjective 
side being dependent on the objective. This reflection on the two sides of consciousness 
yields two claims. Feeling is the unification of the subjective and the objective in the I in- 
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sofar as the subjective side of the I is dependent on the objective. Willing is the unifica- 
tion of the subjective and the objective in the I insofar as the objective side of the I is de- 
pendent on the subjective. Because of the appearance of the drive to self-activity within 
consciousness, the I thinks of itself as having duties. 


The thought of duty can be considered with regard to its form and content. With regard 
to its form it is an aspect of the entire I, which conditions all other thinking (i.e., it is only 
conditioned and determined through itself). In this regard, the thought of duty is ab- 
solute. Ordinary consciousness, which includes moral consciousness, begins with this 
thought. It is an intellectual intuition; specifically, it is the real intellectual intuition, which 
occurs in all rational beings whenever they become aware of their duties and without 
which the philosophical intellectual intuition would not be possible.!* With regard to its 
content, this thought is also absolute. Its content is that the rational subject must give it- 
self the unbreakable law of self-activity. 


The subjective and objective sides of the I are reciprocally determining. Self-legislation 
occurs when the rational subject thinks of itself as free; the rational subject thinks of it- 
self as free when it imposes the law of self-activity on itself. In form and content the 
thought of self-legislation is the absolute principle of the I’s essence. If any rational being 
is assumed, it must think of itself as self-sufficient and, thus, as free under the law of self- 
sufficiency. Considered as such, a rational being is absolute and self-sufficient, is purely 
and simply its own ground—is nothing apart from its own agency: it must make itself into 
what it is and is nothing that it does not make itself to be. The concept of freedom and the 
law of self-sufficiency stand in a reciprocal relation within one synthesis.!% 


The derived law of self-sufficiency, or principle of morality, is the “necessary thought of 
the intellect that it ought to determine its freedom in accordance with the concept of self 
sufficiency, absolutely and without exception.”!4 The “Deduction of the Principle . 72) of 
Morality” accounts for the general form and content of the concept of duty and how it is 
related to the possibility of individual consciousness. It does not describe the ordinary 
moral consciousness of the non-philosopher who does not normally think about its duties 
by means of abstract, universal reasoning. Moreover, it does not imply that any rational 
individual becomes aware of the principle of morality without engaging in some kind of 
reflection, philosophical or otherwise. 


Within ordinary consciousness, if a rational individual thinks that a particular action is 
free, then that individual also thinks that action ought to be regulated in some way, even 
if only for other people. However, whether the principle of morality—and concomitant 
concept of freedom—is considered from the philosophical or the ordinary standpoint, nei- 
ther the transcendental philosopher nor the moral individual “is permitted” to doubt it. 
No theoretical reason can be offered for refusing to question moral conviction, but a prac- 
tical reason can be given that consists in “the firm resolution to grant primacy to practical 
reason, to hold the moral law to be the true and ultimate determination of our essence, 
and not to transform it into an illusion by means of sophistical reasoning.” !° 
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Fichte’s concept of practical reason indicates no power of thought that is entirely distinct 
from theoretical reason but, rather, the practical employment of one and the same reason 
that can also be used in a theoretical capacity. No type of reasoning is “mere ratiocina- 
tion,” but rather all reasoning is self-intuiting acting, so all reason is practical in essence. 
However, because reason is finite, its activity is limited, or determinate. This determinacy 
appears as an ought, which pure reason imposes on itself and which occurs in theoretical 
philosophy as a hypothesis, or qualitas occulta, and within practical philosophy as the 
Categorical Imperative. All thinking—whether it is ideal thinking about duty or real 
thinking about objective things, all consciousness—whether it is of the intelligible world 
of doing or the sensible world of being, and all acting—whether it is real efficacious 
activity or ideal representing activity—follows from this original, autonomous activity of 
one, single reason.!® 


Through the feeling of respect, the ethical “drive for freedom simply for freedom’s sake” 
becomes conscious.’ If the moral individual clarifies this feeling in reflection, it formu- 
lates the demand for free activity as the Categorical Imperative. Consequently, the princi- 
ple of morality is the moral subject’s own product, or concept, based on a real intellectual 
intuition of its freedom in willing. The moral individual produces this principle by reflect- 
ing on its own freedom and thus even the most basic moral consciousness requires activi- 
ty on the individual’s part. 


The ethical drive demands reasons’s self-sufficiency as its end. In subordinating its free- 
dom to the law of self-sufficiency, the moral individual must do “what duty demands, be- 
cause duty commands it.”!® However, in order to act dutifully, the moral subject needs a 
criterion to discern what duty requires. If dutiful acting is possible, there must be sucha 
criterion because the moral law never demands the impossible. However, the moral law is 
not a power of thinking. It cannot cognize the concept of some specific action that satis- 
fies the ethical drive. The ethical drive compels the theoretical power of reflective judg- 
ment to search for some particular action, which promotes reason’s self-sufficiency, 

(v.73) until the moral subject develops a firm conviction that it has discovered the requi- 
site action. This conviction must be tested by the practical power of conscience. 


When reflective judgment has discovered an action that conscience can confirm, the con- 
cept of the proposed action coincides with the demand of the ethical drive. This harmony 
produces a feeling of “cold approval,” which is the voice of conscience and the ultimate 
criterion of duty.!? An action is morally obligatory if and only if conscience confirms it as 
such. Every moral individual must consider its judgment against its own feeling because 
“there is absolutely no external criterion for the binding force of an ethical command.”?° 
Individual moral conviction is not a condition of passivity but reason’s free submission to 
the practical power of conscience. Although each moral individual must answer to its own 
conscience, developing its own convictions, all moral individuals should engage in recip- 
rocal interactions with others in an effort to reach “communally shared practical convic- 
tions” because the end of the moral law is not the individual, who is but “one of the in- 
struments of its realization in the sensible world,” but reason as a whole.! 
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If it is true that the moral individual is “a tool of the moral law in the sensible world,” it is 
equally true that the “entire sensible world is supposed to come under the dominion of 
reason, to be a tool of reason in the hands of rational beings,” which requires continuous 
reciprocal interactions among the moral individual, other rational beings, and the sensi- 
ble world.?? The sensible world is a condition for the possibility of the intelligible world 
and morality. Indeed, there is no intelligible world apart from the sensible (and no sensi- 
ble world apart from the intelligible). Ultimately, the goal of reason is to thoroughly inte- 
grate the intelligible world within every aspect of the sensible world. 


Unlike Fichte or Kant, Schopenhauer does not offer a doctrine of duty based on an uncon- 
ditional ought. He argues instead that ethics is concerned with what human beings actu- 
ally do rather than with what they ought to do. The task of ethical theory is to discover 
the origins of moral and immoral actions. Ethics is an empirical inquiry that explains 
morally worthy deeds, such as disinterested justice and kindness, by accounting for the 
incentives that compel people to perform them. 


Egoism, malice, and compassion are the three basic motives for all human activity in 
Schopenhauer’s view. Egoism is the human essence, which consists in the drive for life 
and prosperity. The egoistic individual prioritizes its own needs and desires without re- 
gard for others. Although egoism is a powerful—and by far the most common—incentive 
for human behavior, there are others. For example, malice makes others’ suffering an end 
in itself, whereas compassion makes others’ well-being an end in itself. Schopenhauer 
claims that only actions motivated by compassion have moral worth. 


According to Schopenhauer, anything that motivates the will is connected to the well-be- 
ing of a subject (insofar as it either conforms to or conflicts with that subject’s will). Most 
actions promote the rational individual’s own well-being, but moral actions promote an- 
other person’s well-being. In order for the idea of another person’s well-being to influ- 
ence the moral individual’s will, the individual must experience the other person’s suffer- 
ing and desire. The moral individual must identify with the other person in such a manner 

(p. 74) that the usual differences between them become irrelevant. This occurs when com- 
passion alters the individual’s concept of the other person. 


Schopenhauer’s basic principle of morality is: “Harm no one; rather help everyone to the 
extent that you can” (BM, 162). The virtues of justice (refraining from harming others) 
and loving-kindness (endeavoring to help others) follow from this principle. The other 
virtues can be explained on the basis of these two. Nonetheless, compassion itself re- 
mains a mystery that defies rational explanation. In some sense, egoism and malice are as 
mysterious as compassion because reason cannot account for the proportions of egoism, 
malice, and compassion that exist within any particular moral individual. 


Egoism, malice, and compassion determine the relative weight of the potential motives 
that operate on the moral subject. They form its empirical character, which appears dis- 
cursively through its deeds as a phenomenal individual in time and space. The intelligible 
character of the moral subject is determined by the one will, or thing-in-itself. The moral 
subject is meritorious or blameworthy on account of its essence, which is inalterable and 
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manifest in time as its individuality. Thus, Schopenhauer argues that the moral individual 
is both entirely determined by its nature but entirely responsible for its actions. 


Whatever conforms to the desire of the individual will is good (for that individual) and 
whatever conflicts with it is bad (for that individual). The person who promotes others’ in- 
terests is a good person. The good person exhibits the virtues of justice and loving-kind- 
ness in response to compassion or the direct participation in the well-being or suffering of 
others. Essentially, the good person (who possesses compassion and is less egoistic) 
makes less distinction between itself and others, whereas the bad person (who lacks com- 
passion and is more egoistic, or even malicious) makes more distinction between itself 
and others. 


Viewed from the empirical standpoint, the bad, or egoistic, person is justified, but the plu- 
rality of wills experienced at the empirical standpoint is merely the consequence of the 
Principium Individuationis, which is only operative at the level of space and time. True 
comprehension of the nature of ultimate reality, or the thing-in-itself, obliterates this dis- 
tinction between individual wills and is the metaphysical basis of compassion, which the 
philosopher conceives at the transcendental standpoint and which the moral individual 
grasps intuitively. 


Conscience gives the moral subject insight into the ultimate relation between itself and 
others. It is a presentiment, revealed through feeling, that the distinction between indi- 
vidual wills at the empirical standpoint is illusory. Through conscience the individual 
comes to know its unchanging intelligible character by observing its ongoing empirical 
deeds. It experiences its conscience through feelings of dissatisfaction or satisfaction that 
arise when it thinks about its own behavior. 


Schopenhauer believed that Kant’s greatest contribution to ethics was the elimination of 
eudaemonism, which gives precedence to the production of happiness. He also commend- 
ed Kant for showing that the moral worth of human action did not depend on the laws of 
the phenomenal world but rather on those of the noumenal world. Likewise, he praised 
Kant’s recognition that morality was the link to the intelligible world (mundus 
noumenon). Nonetheless, Schopenhauer reserved some of his sharpest criticism for 

(p75) Kant, and many of his objections to Kant’s ethics apply to Fichte’s ethics as well. 
Indeed, he regards Fichte’s ethics as “a magnifying glass for the errors of the Kantian,” 
which should “convince anyone of the worthlessness of Kant’s ethical foundation” (BM, 
124-25). 


Schopenhauer denies both Kant’s and Fichte’s characterization of the moral law as an ab- 
solute, or unconditional, “ought” because he regards obedience to any command as con- 
ditioned by some presupposed reward or punishment. Moreover, he claims that an au- 
tonomous will cannot be subject to a moral law that dictates the content of willing. He 
condemns most of Kant’s formulations of the Categorical Imperative as covert hypotheti- 
cal imperatives that appeal to egoistic inclinations. Indeed, he accuses Kant of eudae- 
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monism and egoism insofar as Kant’s concept of the highest good connects virtue and 
happiness. 


Schopenhauer also rejects the idea that the moral law commands respect for the rational 
being as an end-in-itself. Fichte claimed that the rational being’s potential to serve as an 
instrument of the moral law—its capacity for freely determined action—should be respect- 
ed as an end-in-itself, which possesses absolute, or immeasurable worth. Schopenhauer 
counters that ends are always motives relative to some will and thus that there can be no 
ends-in-themselves. Moreover, he argues that since worth is always comparative, the no- 
tion of immeasurable worth is contradictory. 


Ultimately, Schopenhauer believes the “ought” functions in Fichte’s ethics as a type of 
moral fate that determines the moral subject to act only on maxims sanctioned by the 
Categorical Imperative, but which is never satisfied insofar as it compels the moral sub- 
ject to engage in ceaseless and aimless striving. He points to several passages in the Sit- 
tenlehre that he believes illustrate this fatalism, but he claims it is also evident in the Wis- 
senschaftslehre of 1812. Although Schopenhauer mocks Fichte’s conception of the ought 
as a principle that uses individuals as its vehicle, some scholars have argued that he also 
admits this relation between moral law and the individual will.?° 


Schopenhauer claims “Practical Reason is not what Fichte regarded it as: i.e., a special 
faculty, qualitas occulta, moral instinct” (BM, 61). Instead, he argues that all reason is 
practical insofar as it is merely a tool of the will. “Practical reason” is simply prudence, or 
reflection on the best means for accomplishing any goal, regardless of its moral implica- 
tions. The supreme law of practical reason is thus not the moral law but the principle of 
sufficient reason, which the moral subject disregards in an effort to promote other indi- 
viduals’ causes that might run counter to its own interests. Schopenhauer also counters 
Fichte’s claim that the theoretical and practical powers are two capacities of one reason 
by appealing to Kant’s assertion that the unity of theoretical and practical reason cannot 
be found within the I’s activity. 


Schopenhauer believes Fichte’s account of moral judgment is flawed. He suggests that 
we do not always have time for moral reflection. Moreover, he claims that the moral law 
reveals what should be done immediately and that reflection on duty is often an attempt 
to find an excuse for not performing an action the moral law has already commanded. He 
raises many of the objections commonly addressed to deontological ethics as well. 
Schopenhauer asks, for instance, about the possibility of an action undertaken sincerely 
that is based on a mistaken judgment or the case of the reformed criminal who is_ ©. 76) 
suddenly transformed into a good person despite his past. He considers the confusion of- 
ten befuddling the moral agent, who wonders which of two actions is right. He proposes 
the possibility of a collision of duties that must be compared to each other as well as the 
question of the limits of imperfect duties and how each is to be weighed against the other. 
Ultimately, he claims that Fichte proposes a free indifferent choice based on trivial and 
frivolous reasons (BM, 127). 
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Schopenhauer objects to Fichte’s stipulation that morally worthy action must be motivat- 
ed by respect for the moral law or the concept of duty rather than inclinations or emo- 
tions, including sympathy. He is dissatisfied with Fichte’s de-emphasis of sympathy in 
morality since he believes that genuine moral virtue requires the motive of compassion. 
Indeed, Schopenhauer thinks that Fichte condemns actions inspired by sympathy and 
kindness because he says that the desire to promote the goals of reason should motivate 
acts of charity. Overall, he believes that Fichte offers a frail substitute for the sentiment 
of loving-kindness. He also argues that Fichte misunderstands the basic nature of morali- 
ty, which is concerned with “what we do” (i.e., willing, rather than with what is done; i.e., 
the deed).24 


Although Schopenhauer rejects many aspects of Kant’s ethics, including his Categorical 
Imperative, he congratulated Kant for limiting reason by postulating a supersensible 
realm wherein the principle of morality, rather than the principle of sufficient reason, ap- 
plied. He argues that Fichte violates this limitation by treating the intelligible and the 
sensible realms as interdependent. Schopenhauer rejects this interdetermination of 
morality and sensibility in Fichte’s ethics, insisting instead on a sharp delineation be- 
tween the sensible individual and the one, noumenal will. He also views Fichte’s claims 
about the “comprehensibility” of the moral law as violating the boundary between the 
sensible and supersensible realms. Indeed, Schopenhauer objects to Fichte’s use of the 
term “ordinary consciousness” (i.e., nonphilosophical, natural consciousness) to refer to 
moral consciousness. 


Despite their differences, the moral theories of Fichte and Schopenhauer share several 
features. In their ethics, it is not the particular deeds or results that matter but rather the 
form that willing takes within the individual. Specifically, willing must be the free product 
of the moral subject’s activity. In Schopenhauer’s case, this means that the subject’s intel- 
ligible character is the author of its action. Although Fichte and Schopenhauer would dis- 
agree about the proper motivation for moral activity, each regards the motive of willing as 
determining the moral worth of an action. Fichte believes that morally worthy actions are 
motivated by respect for duty, whereas Schopenhauer believes they are motivated by 
compassion. In both cases, they would argue that only morally worthy actions—as they 
define them—gain the approval of conscience, which is manifest in feeling. 


Both Fichte and Schopenhauer stress the role of feeling and intuition in moral conscious- 
ness. Conscience expresses its approval and disapproval through feeling. Despite their 
differences regarding conscience and its role in ethics, Fichte and Schopenhauer both 
claim that the moral subject feels satisfaction or dissatisfaction in response to its moral 
activities. For Fichte, the moral law is not a feeling or intuition, but, through the feeling of 
respect, the ethical drive becomes conscious (and if reflected upon allows for .77) the 
formulation of the moral law). Schopenhauer believes that both moral consciousness and 
the philosophical account for ethics require intuitive knowledge of the relation between 
individuality and the will in-itself. Although Fichte’s idea of intellectual intuition is very 
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different from Schopenhauer’s idea of intuitive knowledge, he does believe that moral 
consciousness is related to a real intellectual intuition of freedom. 


4.4 Fichte and Schopenhauer on the Theory of 
Right, or the Rechtslehre 


Fichte’s Sittenlehre deals with reason as a whole, but reason appears within many indi- 
viduals who can and do come into conflict. The goal of reason must be accomplished 
through the unification of these many different wills, so their individual freedom must be 
restricted to ensure that each person’s freedom can be expressed. The theory of right, or 
the Rechtslehre, addresses this task. The Rechtslehre is part of the “philosophy of the 
postulates,” which deals with the postulate that theory gives to practice, or freedom: 
many free individuals must unite in peaceful relations. 


In the Foundations of Natural Right: According to the Principles of the Wissenschaft- 
slehre (1796/1797), Fichte first articulated his Rechtslehre. Schopenhauer read this work 
and kept detailed notes on it, which are preserved in the Manuscript Remains. In his later 
writings, he returned to the subject of right, but generally elided any direct critique of 
Fichte’s Rechtslehre. He disagrees with Fichte about numerous issues, the most impor- 
tant of which are the Aufforderung, or summons; the theoretical ground of the Recht- 
slehre; and the practical goals of society. He does, however, grant Fichte that the decision 
to enter into community with others rests on a hypothetical imperative and thus that 
there is no overarching moral obligation to establish a social contract. 


In the Rechtslehre, Fichte’s initial project is to deduce the concept of right, or the neces- 
sary relations between rational subjects. Doing this requires answering the question, 
“How can the subject find itself as an object?”?° In order to discover itself as something 
real, the rational subject must posit itself (i.e., must become self-conscious). However, a 
rational being cannot become self-conscious without attributing a free efficacy to itself, 
which requires it to posit an object that opposes its efficacy; it cannot posit an object, 
though, if it is not really efficacious. Thus, Fichte’s argument appears circular. He ex- 
plains that “the reason the possibility of self-consciousness cannot be explained without 
always presupposing it as already actual lies in the fact that, in order to be able to posit 
its own efficacy, the subject of self-consciousness, must have already posited an object, 
simply as an object.”2© 


To extricate himself from this difficulty, Fichte introduces the hypothesis that the rational 
being’s efficacy must be precisely this “already posited” object. However, the rational be- 
ing feels the object as a determinate limitation on its activity, but the object and the sub- 
ject are supposed to be united, so the subject must find itself as constrained and free si- 
multaneously, which seems contradictory. Fichte argues that the rational .78) being can 
find itself in this manner only if “we think of the subject’s being-determined as its being- 
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determined to be self-determining, i.e., as a summons [eine Aufforderung] to the subject, 
calling upon it to resolve to exercise its efficacy.”27 


An Aufforderung from another rational subject initiates the rational being’s self-aware- 
ness without undermining its freedom because, in grasping the summons, the subject 
chooses freely to act or not to act in deference to another subject. The subject’s self-con- 
cept is necessarily connected to the thought of reciprocal interaction between individuals 
—a relation of mutual determination—whereby, “a particular sphere is allotted to the sub- 
ject as the sphere of its possible activity.”*° The principle of right enjoins: “I must in all 
cases recognize the free being outside me as a free being, i.e., I must limit my freedom 
through the concept of the possibility of his freedom.”?9 


Unlike Kant (and Schopenhauer), Fichte does not think that the Rechtslehre is grounded 
in the Sittenlehre. Although the theories of morality and right are ultimately derived from 
the same principle of intellectual intuition, which originally appeared as a theoretical hy- 
pothesis, or qualitas occulta, in the theoretical Wissenschaftslehre they constitute sepa- 
rate parts of philosophy. Moreover, the summons to act freely, which appears as the Cate- 
gorical Imperative—the principle of morality—in the Sittenlehre, appears as a hypotheti- 
cal imperative—the principle of right—in the Rechtslehre.°° 


Fichte claims that the Sittenlehre and the Rechtslehre have different objectives. The prin- 
ciple of morality commands the moral subject to respect freedom in itself and others as 
an end in itself. The principle of right solicits the rational subject to defer to the freedom 
of others as a condition for recognizing and preserving its individual freedom. To be sure, 
if everyone followed the moral law and agreed about its commands, then the state would 
be superfluous. Since this is not so, right makes it possible for moral subjects to realize 
their freely chosen moral goals by providing them (qua juridical subjects) with a sphere of 
formal freedom wherein they can act efficaciously. 


The main and most important practical goal of society is to provide the juridical subject 
with an education whereby it develops as an individual in reciprocal relations with others. 
As Fichte says, “the summons to engage in free activity is what we call up-bringing 
[Erziehung]” and “all individuals must be brought up to be human beings, otherwise they 
would not be human beings.”*! In other words, the summons is best construed as a com- 
munal process rather than a particular invitation from one individual to another. While 
education involves reciprocal activity between individuals, no one particular encounter 
constitutes an education. This education begins within the family, specifically, within the 
reciprocal activities between woman and man, as well as those between mother and 
child. Sexual relations, reproduction, and childrearing provide a transition between na- 
ture and ethics, which the state protects but does not control. 


The state does not merely protect citizens from harm or provide them with the conve- 
niences of civil society: it cultivates and preserves the formal freedom necessary for their 
efficacious, self-determined activity. The freedom enjoyed by the juridical subject within 
society is different in kind from its natural liberty in isolation from other rational individu- 
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als. Only in community with others can the rational subject truly develop as a human be- 
ing. 


(p. 79) Following Kant, Schopenhauer regards morality as the ground of social and politi- 
cal justice. The same pangs of conscience that accompany wrongdoing (and indicate to 
the perpetrator that its victim is only different qua phenomenon but not qua noumenon) 
are the basis of natural right. According to Schopenhauer, the social contract consists in a 
mutual agreement to renounce the “pleasure of doing wrong in order to be spared the 
pain of suffering wrong” (WWR1)p), 343) (i.e., of enduring bodily injury or compulsion at 
another’s hand). Wrongdoing is motivated by egoism, which the social contract counters 
by restricting the juridical subject’s will to its own body. Thus, the worst effects of natural 
egoism are curbed by appealing to the rational individual’s egoistic motivations. 


At the phenomenal level of egoistic interactions between individuals, “well-being in one 
place is merely suffering in another” (WWR1)/pj, 354). The mutual agreement to forgo 
harming others mediates between juridical subjects within the state, which is the source 
of temporal justice. Temporal justice is relative to the future. The state employs the prin- 
ciple of sufficient reason to balance out the right and wrong actions performed by many 
different individuals. Offenses are followed by punishments (which presumably ward off 
future wrongdoing). 


At the noumenal level of the thing-in-itself, the perpetrator and the victim of wrongdoing 
are the same, so every offense is simultaneously its own punishment. The thing-in-itself, 
or one will to life, is the source of eternal justice. The will wills the world to be as it is, 
and, within this world, there is balance between the harms inflicted and endured. Of 
course, the juridical individual does not comprehend eternal justice, which is only 
grasped by a person with intuitive knowledge of the metaphysical underpinnings of the 
phenomenal world, but the juridical subject has a presentiment, felt as dread, that ab- 
solute justice governs the world as a whole. 


Schopenhauer criticizes Fichte’s characterization of the I as well as his concept of the 
Aufforderung, objecting to Fichte’s characterization of the I as “an acting on itself.” Ac- 
cording to Schopenhauer, this is a relation of spontaneous causality that thus includes 
cause and effect, or a relation between two objects. Moreover, he complains that Fichte 
describes the I as an acting without an actor, which he takes to be impossible. Schopen- 
hauer argues that an acting on itself would involve the identity of cause and effect, which 
is likewise impossible since this understanding of the self results in an infinite regress. 
He accuses Fichte of self-contradiction because Fichte says that the I does not become 
conscious of its acting, but likewise that there is no I without consciousness and thus no 
action of the I without consciousness and yet no I without activity. 


Schopenhauer regards Fichte’s acknowledgment of circularity within the basic argument 
of the Rechtslehre as an admission of failure. He believes that resolving the seeming con- 
tradiction with the Aufforderung presupposes the consciousness of another rational being 
(and thus of an object), which begs the question. Moreover, he claims that Fichte infers 
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from the rational being’s moral freedom an obligation to allow others their freedom, 
which, he objects, can neither be given nor taken. 


Although Schopenhauer does not discuss the issue, his views about the obligations of the 
state to its citizens and the scope of its power differ very much from Fichte’s. The state 
that Schopenhauer envisions exists primarily to protect individuals from harms ©. 80) in- 
flicted by other individuals. Redistribution of resources to promote the well-being of less 
fortunate individuals within the society would be a separate moral issue, motivated by 
compassion and thus not compelled by the state. Fichte, in contrast, argues that the state 
is obliged to provide its citizens with the means to develop as human beings. This entails 
additional obligations for juridical subjects who must contribute to the development of 
their fellow citizens as well. 


Despite their many differences regarding the philosophy of right, Fichte and Schopen- 
hauer would agree that society must offer an incentive that moves every juridical subject 
to cooperate regardless of its level of moral development. Although Fichte’s principle of 
right is not equivalent to Schopenhauer’s renouncing the pleasure of doing wrong in or- 
der to be spared the pain of suffering wrong, it does appeal to the juridical subject’s ego- 
istic interest in recognizing and preserving itself as a free individual. To be sure, Fichte 
would claim that a just society provides the juridical subject with an opportunity to be- 
come something more than an egoistic individual. 


4.5 Fichte and Schopenhauer on the Theory of 
Religion, or the Religionslehre 


The philosophy of religion, or Religionslehre, is the part of the philosophy of the postu- 
lates that deals with the postulate that reason addresses to nature, “which by means of a 
supersensible law is supposed to accommodate itself to the goal of morality.”3* Fichte laid 
out his concept of God in “On the Ground of Our Belief in a Divine World-Gover- 

nance” (1798) and expanded on it in subsequent writings during the Atheismusstreit, or 
atheism dispute (1798-1800). He returned to this topic in The Way to the Blessed Life, or 
Also the Religionslehre (1806). Schopenhauer was familiar with this latter text and in- 
cluded notes on it, which can be found in his Manuscript Remains. In later works, he of- 
fered his own account of religion and salvation. 


For Fichte, salvation consists in renouncing the sensible result of willing, whereas for 
Schopenhauer, it consists in renouncing willing itself. He denies Fichte’s claim that hu- 
man contentment can be achieved within the present world, but he agrees that human de- 
spair originates in the pursuit of sensible satisfaction. Like Fichte, he produces an ac- 
count of religion and salvation that does not depend on God’s existence. Both philoso- 
phers follow Kant in asserting that moral activity very often results in unhappiness be- 
cause the human subject is divided: it is both a sensible being with carnal desires and a 
rational being with intelligible interests. For Fichte, human salvation depends on reconcil- 
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ing sensibility and reason, or happiness and virtue, which he regards as possible within 
human life. Schopenhauer denies this possibility. 


Fichte’s Way to the Blessed Life provides an empirical guide to achieving a blessed state; 
that is, a morally upright life of peace and contentment. According to Fichte, beatitude 

(v.81) depends on the divided, finite subject’s love, striving, and drive to unite with the 
eternal—Sein—or God. The individual perceives and enjoys itself (as a free being) and the 
world through the objects of its love, which its drives and interests determine and which 
it strives to accomplish. The subject loves itself and believes in its personal individual 
freedom, but the objects in which the developing individual seeks its satisfaction estab- 
lish the nature of its consciousness and life. 


At the level of sensibility, the sensuous individual’s self-love expresses itself as desire for 
particular sensible objects. When the sensuous subject enjoys the desired objects, it feels 
itself to be free, but the sensuous gratification is never forthcoming, so it seeks new, dif- 
ferent, and better objects, with its own nature changing with every passing desire. The 
sensuous individual finds itself as dependent and dissipated—unfree and unhappy—be- 
cause it disperses its thinking and energy among a multitude of unsatisfactory things. 
Sensibility negates itself by destroying the individual’s interest in itself and the world, 
leading it to hope for future worlds that it might earn through “virtuous” behavior or re- 
ceive by God’s “grace.” 


At the level of legality, love of law replaces sensuous self-love. The stoic individual sub- 
mits itself to an ethical law in an attempt to become self-sufficient. Although the subject 
escapes sensuous desires and compulsions, the resulting sense of freedom is merely neg- 
ative, empty, and formal because its freedom consists in the ability merely to obey or dis- 
obey the law. The stoic individual acts only to avoid self-condemnation, but its activity 
provides no positive gratification. To the extent that it resists desire, it feels free, but its 
freedom is aimless. Moreover, every personal inclination threatens the stoic individual’s 
freedom, so it renounces happiness. Insofar as it freely chooses to obey the law, it holds 
forth the possibility of opposing the law, and, thus, the law appears as an external will, 
which is the source of a categorical imperative. 


By determining its will according to the Categorical Imperative, the stoic individual re- 
nounces its individual, personal will and thus the level of higher morality replaces legality. 
At this level of development, the moral subject views its individuality as an expression of 
the external will—a pure will—which it adopts as its own will and loves as its own self. Im- 
mediate consciousness reveals to each individual a vocation wherein the divine will, the 
individual will, and desire coincide. Although the moral subject’s freedom and desire coin- 
cide in its inner intelligible willing, it wants its will to be efficacious in the sensible world. 
To the extent that the subject succeeds in producing the intended sensible result, the in- 
dividual feels contented, but it feels failure as an affront to its freedom and as a frustra- 
tion of its desire. Nonetheless, this feeling of limitation compels the moral individual to 
reflect on itself and thereby to clarify its intelligible goal. 
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Insofar as the moral subject recognizes that its goal consists in developing the intelligible 
world, by engaging in moral willing, it believes that it succeeds. Moral willing implies this 
belief and the concomitant belief in the sensible sphere of free activity. Self-conscious 
faith in the ultimate success of intelligible willing distinguishes the level of religion from 
morality. The moral-religious individual views the sensible world and its own personality 
as means to a life of faith in action. It strives within the world without needing to change 
the world because faith reveals a new intelligible world within the sensible world. ©. 82) 
The moral-religious individual realizes that the outer result of its willing depends partly 
on others’ free activities, which it ought not to thwart, and, thus, it wills a sensible result 
conditionally as a temporal manifestation of the divine life. It promotes others’ freedom 
because its ultimate task is to cultivate freedom in itself and others. The moral-religious 
individual acts in the sensible world, but it loves the intelligible world, or namely, free- 
dom itself. 


According to Fichte, moral activity is complete in itself and, thus, despite individual fail- 
ure and death, the moral-religious subject believes in its fellow individuals and hopes for 
their future. It treats others as if they were already what they ought to be and as it ex- 
pects them to become. The moral-religious individual has immediate conviction of its vo- 
cation, so it does not fear the future. It devotes itself wholly to its present activity, so it 
does not mourn the past. 


Schopenhauer views Fichte’s effort to reconcile sensibility and reason as futile. Because 
happiness as he understands it requires satisfaction of the will, while virtue requires de- 
nial of the will, he believes the virtuous individual cannot be happy. Moreover, like Kant, 
he thinks that the moral subject cannot trust itself to know whether sensibility or reason 
has determined its actions. Even when the moral subject believes that it has done the 
right thing for the right reasons, it may be subject to self-deception. At best, the moral 
subject can hope to live a prudent life wherein it uses the understanding to curb sensible 
desire, but a reconciliation of sensibility and reason is not possible in this world. 


Schopenhauer argues that virtuous activity arises only occasionally during the moral 
subject’s life, which is mostly spent alternating between the throes of sensible compul- 
sion and the pangs of rational regret. Since the conflict between sensibility and reason 
cannot be overcome, and since the demands of both are insatiable, even the most con- 
tented and virtuous of moral subjects experiences a life of futile and painful struggle. 
Therefore, every moral subject hopes for a better life after death, whether or not it is ra- 
tional to expect one, and every rational subject hopes for an end to its present life. 


According to Schopenhauer, salvation consists in the renunciation of desire, striving, and, 
ultimately, of the will to live. The egoistic subject must gradually disabuse itself of its 
delusion that happiness is the purpose of its life. Schopenhauer thinks that, during the 
course of an ordinary human existence, little observation is needed to convince the indi- 
vidual that sensible striving never leads to genuine or lasting satisfaction. Once the sub- 
ject achieves its goals, it ceases to value them. Everywhere there is misery and grief, 
which spoils the individual’s appetite for pleasure and for life itself. This is a disguised 
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boon because suffering hastens the subject’s recognition that it must abandon the cycle 
of desiring and willing. Moreover, the remorse that accompanies indulgence and egoism 
exposes the subject to intuitive knowledge of the intelligible underpinnings of the sensi- 
ble world and thus to virtue. 


Virtue, according to Schopenhauer, appears in the moral subject’s compassionate activi- 
ties. Nonetheless, he does not regard moral self-improvement as the purpose of human 
existence. Since compassion requires feeling others’ suffering, virtue necessarily increas- 
es the moral subject’s suffering. Empathic suffering produces knowledge that the will to 
live is the source of all striving and suffering. Comprehending the futility of striving 

(v.83) and renouncing the will to live prepares the moral subject for the true aim of its 
existence: the recognition that the life of willing is a terrible mistake that must be reme- 
died through asceticism. 


Despite their many differences, there are similarities to be found in Fichte’s and 
Schopenhauer’s explanations of religion and salvation. Neither philosopher’s account de- 
pends on the existence of God or an afterlife. Fichte employs the concept of Sein or God 
in the Way to the Blessed Life, but this concept is only realized in the moral-religious ac- 
tivities and relationships of Dasein, or individual self-consciousness. His description of 
salvation involves the moral-religious subject’s attitude toward itself, the moral communi- 
ty, and the sensible results of its moral willing. Schopenhauer claims that the moral sub- 
ject cannot but hope for a better life after death, but he does not suggest it has any good 
reason to expect one. True virtue and holiness, as well as ultimate denial of the will and 
resignation, do not require belief in God or an afterlife. 


Both Fichte and Schopenhauer claim that the sensuous subject’s egoistic willing leads to 
despair. Likewise, both claim that the legalistic willing of the stoic individual results in de- 
spair as well. Moreover, they argue that despair can be an incentive to reflection, which 
allows the moral individual to better comprehend its relation to the sensible world. For 
Fichte, this means that the moral-religious individual renounces the sensible results of its 
willing, whereas for Schopenhauer, this means that the moral-religious individual re- 
nounces willing itself. 


Fichte and Schopenhauer argue that the moral subject’s individuality must be subsumed 
within a larger spiritual whole. Fichte claims that the moral-religious subject is able to 
abandon its desire to control others in order to produce its moral objectives because ulti- 
mately the goals of reason are accomplished by promoting the freedom of others even if 
they might make the wrong moral choices. Schopenhauer asserts that recognition that 
one will underpins all individual willing and that the suffering of one individual in the 
world amounts to the suffering of all others undermines natural egoism, thus allowing the 
moral-religious subject to empathize with others and promote their well-being. In both 
cases, the moral-religious subject recognizes that its willing, moral or otherwise, must not 
thwart or undermine the goals of other individuals in the moral community. Fichte and 
Schopenhauer both believe that salvation ultimately involves a type of knowledge. 
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4.6 Conclusion: Idealistic Philosophy 


In conclusion, there are several issues about which Fichte and Schopenhauer would 
wholeheartedly agree. Both think that philosophy represents the highest standpoint from 
which life may be viewed. Each uses supersensible willing as the basis for a philosophical 
account of sensible experience. Moreover, they claim idealism is the sole viable philoso- 
phy -.84) because realism (materialism) cannot account for moral activity, which is a 
fundamental aspect of human subjectivity.°° 


Fichte and Schopenhauer also share certain basic ideas about what it means to be a hu- 
man subject. They would agree that the subject first discovers itself as one willing individ- 
ual among others in a sensible world. As striving in general characterizes humanity, so 
striving after particular goals defines the human individual. They would also acknowledge 
that striving causes diremption that can be manifest as conflict and despair. The 
individual’s striving separates it from others because they do not share its goals. Further- 
more, striving divides the individual from itself because it has not yet accomplished its 
goals. 


Despite their general accord about human subjectivity, Fichte and Schopenhauer differ 
markedly about the nature and value of the human will. Fichte regards the will as essen- 
tially rational. Hence, his account of human striving is optimistic. He celebrates 
humanity’s infinite progress toward moral perfection. Schopenhauer views the will as fun- 
damentally irrational. Hence, his description of human striving is pessimistic. He de- 
plores humanity’s perpetual failure to remedy its too obvious and too painful imperfec- 
tion. 
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(2.) Ueber die Tatsachen des Bewufstseyns. Fichte’s Vorlesungen uber das Studium der 
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the Wissenschaftslehre, edited and translated by Daniel Breazeale and Gunter Zoller 
(Cambridge: Cambridge, 2005) (Henceforth SE); Grundlage des Naturrechts nach Prin- 
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(Henceforth FTP). FTP is the English translation of Fichte’s lectures on the Wissenschaft- 
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2012) section IV, Vol. 2 (henceforth GA IV, 2). 


(6.) FTP 470 (Winm[K], 242 and GA IV, 2, 263-64). 
(7.) SE, 24 (FW IV, 18-19). 


(8.) SE, 25-26 (FW IV, 19-21). This is followed by a proof based on the concept of the I 
(SE, 27-28 [FW IV, 21-23]). This proof also appears in FNR, 18-21 (FW III, 17-20). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


Few intellectual figures of the modern era were as warmly and consistently praised by 
Schopenhauer as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, with whom Schopenhauer had an ac- 
quaintance and in whom he had an early admirer. The binding tie between them is the 
theory of color, which meant different things to each man and yet united them in their op- 
position to Newton and certain features of modernist science. Beyond the theory of color, 
this chapter explores Schopenhauer’s lifelong fascination with Goethe the thinker and 
Goethe the man, revealing affinities as well as profound differences. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Newton, Goethe, color theory, Faust 


“Incidentally, I hate everything that merely instructs me without enhancing my activity, or 
directly animating it.”! This is the Goethe quote Nietzsche used in 1874 to open On the 
Use and Disadvantage of History for Living, the second of four Unfashionable Observa- 
tions that would be joined by a third in the same year: Schopenhauer as Educator. The tri- 
ad Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Goethe represents an intellectual-historical continuum; 
while only Schopenhauer and Goethe form the basis of this chapter, the invocation of 
Goethe by the Schopenhauer disciple Nietzsche illustrates how German thinkers of the 
modern era signal their intellectual colors—Goethe is a historical benchmark and a na- 
tional, indeed supranational, treasure. The encounter between Schopenhauer and 
Goethe, meanwhile, may serve as a metaphor for the rich Goethean tradition that es- 
chews mere instruction but embraces activity and its enhancement, for while Nietzsche 
only knew of Goethe (1749-1832), Schopenhauer actually collaborated with Goethe on 
color theory in such a way that it profoundly impacted his formation. 


The age of Faust that gave rise to the first Faust legend printed by Johann Spies in 1587, 

later adapted for stage by Marlowe in the 1590s and published as Doctor Faustus (1604), 

reflected the emergence of the Renaissance man, the enterprising, individualistic man of 
action informed by science versus the traditional man of the Middle Ages who led the vita 
contemplativa (life of contemplation). Young Goethe in the 1770s was well on his way to 
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demonstrating by his own example that a modern individual could fulfill both the active 
and contemplative life; he commenced writing on Faust in 1774 and worked on this mas- 
terpiece until his death in 1832. The Sorrows of Young Werther became a_ ©. 10) best-sell- 
er when it was published in 1774, so Goethe was already an internationally famous and 
highly regarded novelist, playwright, and poet and a newly minted juris doctor when he 
was invited to join the court of Duke Karl August of Weimar-Saxony in 1775. In addition 
to his lifelong service to the Duke in the capacity of councilman, minister, adviser, and 
chief of finance, Goethe conducted his own scientific studies in botany, geology, physics, 
meteorology, and zoology. He also served as director of the Weimar theater and flourished 
as an internationally revered poet, playwright, novelist, scientist, and philosopher. 


In 1810, Goethe published On the Theory of Colors (Zur Farbenlehre) in two volumes, 
having worked on it for twenty years. His motivation was anything but academic or theo- 
retical—color theory was of direct and lasting significance for his philosophy overall. As 
Paul Lauxtermann explains, Goethe was repulsed by Newton’s method of experimenta- 
tion, specifically the way he manipulated light through prisms, putting “Nature on the 
rack” to make it conform to his hypotheses; a related expression of Goethe’s rejection of 
scientific approaches that force, compel, or otherwise abuse nature is his reverence for 
pure math but his contempt for its application to natural phenomena in such a way that 
nature is “crucified.”” Goethe and his romantic contemporaries preferred a holistic, em- 
pirical approach to nature, as succinctly demonstrated in the penultimate strophe of 
Wordsworth’s “The Tables Turned” (1798): “Sweet is the lore which Nature brings; / Our 
meddling intellect / Misshapes the beauteous forms of things— / We murder to dissect.”? 


The editor of the correspondence between Schopenhauer and Goethe, Ludger Lutkehaus, 
offers a compelling synopsis of why Goethe rejected Newtonian methods. The pressing of 
light through tiny openings, effectively shattering its unity in order to demonstrate a pre- 
conceived hypothesis, smacked to Goethe of Francis Bacon’s inquisitorial torture and sub- 
jugation of nature. Goethe’s attacks on Newton are therefore “a secular rebellion against 
the experimental spirit of scientific-technical modernism,” a new aggressive spirit that 
“robs human beings of their domicile in the world, in their living environment,” destroy- 
ing the unity of nature and the harmony between nature and the subject. If this all sounds 
a bit reverential toward nature, perhaps even a bit contemporary in environmentalist 
terms, Lutkehaus explains that Goethe’s stand has been referred to by some as “color 
theology” (Farbentheologie vs. Farbentheorie).* 


Some critics maintain that Goethe regarded the theory of color as centrally important to 
his works overall and more important even than all his poetry, such that the correspon- 
dence between Goethe and Schopenhauer on this subject constitutes a unique document 
of scientific-historical, biographical, psychological, and philosophical importance.° For 
Goethe, colors are expressions of two Urphenomene or primal phenomena—namely, light 
and darkness—such that the history of color theory could serve as a microcosm of intel- 
lectual history in general, as Matthew Bell suggests, and while Goethe was not aiming ex- 
clusively to replace Newton’s theory of light, “The Farbenlehre contains an attempt to 
prescribe a methodology in science on the basis of the way in which, given the constitu- 
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tion of our mental organs and our concrete situation in the world, our knowledge orga- 
nizes itself most readily.”© By “most readily” here I infer “most naturally,” ©.1) with the 
least disruption of the unity of nature and in such a way that science does not serve as a 
mindless tool for “vexing,” splintering, or subduing nature. 


These were the years of the Napoleonic wars; Goethe welcomed Napoleon despite the op- 
position of his Grand Duke and, according to Rudiger Safranski, even compared himself 
to Napoleon: the revered emperor would bring light to the dark aftermath of the French 
Revolution, while Goethe would restore light (literally) to its proper place and remedy 
Newton’s erroneous color theory. But for all the work he had put into his theory, a full 
twenty years’ worth, it was, Safranski continues, as if the mountain had been in labor all 
this time only to produce a mouse: “His friends dispensed praise; a few painters, among 
them Runge in particular, took inspiration. But the scientific world waved him off, ‘con- 
noisseurs will find nothing new here,’ observes the Gotha Scholarly Review laconically.” 
Thus, by the time Goethe decided he would approach young Schopenhauer, “he felt mis- 
understood in what for him was the main thing.”’ Niklas Sommer details how Goethe’s 
book on color theory had been out for three years when he turned his attention to a 
promising young PhD whom he had described in letters as “remarkable and interesting,” 
with a “certain perspicacious stubbornness.” For several years before he published his 
work, Goethe had shared his insights with only a select few, among them Schiller (d. 
1805). He was willing to make this particular overture to Schopenhauer for the sake of 
his friendship with Johanna Schopenhauer, Arthur’s mother and a popular writer who had 
settled in Weimar after the apparent suicide of her husband; but he was also intrigued by 
the fact that this young Schopenhauer was a neophyte in matters of color theory, a blank 
slate, so to speak, who presented Goethe with the opportunity to introduce him to his own 
theory and viewpoint without having to disabuse him first of the prejudices of Newtonian 
physics.® It turned out to be a fateful decision indeed, for Goethe highly miscalculated the 
true degree of Schopenhauer’s stubbornness, perspicacity, and complete lack of modesty. 


If the Newtonian science was to be overturned, Goethe would need to enlist the aid of dis- 
ciples who could be trusted with bringing about his theory’s eventual triumph.? Clearly 
one such disciple seemed almost to have fallen from the sky when Goethe received a copy 
of Schopenhauer’s doctoral dissertation, On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Suffi- 
cient Reason in 1813; suddenly, the boy he had virtually ignored all these years in 
Weimar, where he had grown up in the shadow of his mother’s celebrity, resembled a po- 
tential disciple. Goethe was immediately struck by the strong emphasis in Schopenhauer 
on Anschauung, intuition, and without giving too much thought to how Schopenhauer’s 
use of the term might differ from his own, Goethe embarked on what Lutkehaus poignant- 
ly calls “this productive misunderstanding” by inviting Arthur to participate in experi- 
ments in color theory.!° At the time, Goethe had hoped to find in Schopenhauer a signifi- 
cant disciple, if not the heir to his anti-Newtonianism.!! What these two men did not know 
about each other has already contributed many volumes to the world’s libraries. 
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And yet, they were at very different stations in their respective lives, complicating mat- 
ters in particular for Arthur, whose father appeared to have committed suicide and hap- 
pened to be around the same age as Goethe. Lutkehaus formulates how fraught the 

(p. 12) relationship would become: “The long-since world famous Olympian, whose 
Achilles heel is color theory, encounters a self-confident young philosopher who is on his 
way to his own system, to what is for him the system. The letters reveal Goethe’s wisdom 
about human beings and Schopenhauer’s ruthless frankness—in a biographical situation 
whose ‘familial’ substratum is laid bare. These are, if not Goethe’s letters to a soon prodi- 
gal son, then at least Schopenhauer’s letters to his (second) father, though naturally one 
must not reduce their significance to shallow ‘Oedipal’ clichés.”!* Arguably, as we shall 
see, Goethe’s need for a son was not an issue, and he managed to keep his famous dis- 
tance, though far more warmly and humanely than in previous cases in which he had 
been implicated as either a father or an authority figure. 


While the function of the theory of color has been described as no less than central to 
Goethe’s life (see note 5), he was advancing toward old age by the time he engaged 
Schopenhauer, and the latter had his whole life ahead of him. His biographer asserts that 
without the encounter with Goethe, Schopenhauer would certainly not have taken up the 
problem of colors, but his reverence for Goethe and his desire to assist him against New- 
ton were compelling.!? Ever the loner, Schopenhauer embarked on the “one exceptional 
collaboration” of his career, not as a disciple but in fact convinced of the superiority of his 
own thinking on the matter.!* Pessimistic by nature, still he devoted “loving interest” to 
certain things, among them art and color theory.!° He distinguished himself from others 
who had collaborated with Goethe or admired him from a distance by acknowledging the 
elder’s authority without letting it inhibit him; he experienced none of the anxiety or in- 
timidation that affected others. After all, Goethe was known to react with “annihilating 
sharpness” to genuine or perceived opponents, yet he responded with exceptional pa- 
tience and mildness to Schopenhauer. For his part, Schopenhauer would have liked to 
continue the relationship, but there was none of the positive energy that characterized 
Goethe’s earlier relationship with Schiller.!° However unschooled or unmotivated he may 
have been in the beginning regarding color theory, once he had written his own theory 
under the title On Vision and Colors (published 1816) and submitted it to Goethe in the 
hope of engaging him as editor or at least as endorser, it soon became apparent that his 
own contribution to color theory took hold of him, even took over, as seen in his letters to 
Goethe. 


“T know from you personally,” he wrote on September 3, 1815, “that for you, literary ac- 
tivity has always been secondary, while real life has been the main thing. It’s just the op- 
posite with me: what I think, what I write, this has value for me and is important: what I 
experience personally and what happens to me is secondary.”!” Schopenhauer makes this 
confession in an effort to coax some substantive response from Goethe, who has re- 
mained silent, much to Schopenhauer’s frustration. When Goethe responds by suggesting 
that his acquaintance Dr. Seebeck would be in a good position to confer with Schopen- 
hauer on color theory, clinging to his explanation that he has no time to immerse himself 
in it now, Schopenhauer responds with an extremely lengthy letter (ten pages in print) 
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that surely doomed any chances he might have had of winning over Goethe. Now it has 
become personal to him; he explains that he will have no rest, no peace of mind due to 
the high demands of honesty he imposes on himself; the birthing .13) process of his 
own color theory is painful, and he stands before his own intellect “like a relentless judge 
before a prisoner who is being tortured, making him answer until there is nothing left to 
ask.” This same honesty now gives him assurance and compels him to speak “frankly and 
freely to Your Excellency.” Here Schopenhauer draws a strong conclusion: surely Goethe 
must be upset over some minor quibbles, and, insofar as he refuses to inform Schopen- 
hauer of his errors, he can only conclude that he is right, and Goethe is wrong—after all, 
Schopenhauer’s theory is a unified whole, from which no single stone could be removed, 
while Goethe’s work is “the systematic collection of many and manifold facts” distorted 
and concealed by Newtonian errors: “which means a small error could easily have oc- 
curred.”!® Goethe had invited Schopenhauer to join him as a disciple and a teacher of 
Goethean color theory, but, in fact, Goethe had on his hands not a pupil, not a sympathet- 
ic ally but an opponent who demanded that Goethe acknowledge the superiority of 
Schopenhauerian color theory, maintaining all the while that he remained a faithful and 
devoted servant of the master! 


Before concluding his stunningly bold letter, reminiscent in some respects of the undeliv- 
ered letter Kafka had written to his father (Letter to His Father), Schopenhauer goes on 
to make utterly extravagant and outrageous claims, alternating between despair and defi- 
ance, between bravado and desperate rhetorical pleas for understanding. These need on- 
ly be sketched here: he surveys the field from on high, seeing everything, while Goethe 
struggles below to draw a map; he knows with perfect certainty that he has delivered the 
first true theory of color in the history of science; he had intentionally highlighted the er- 
rors of Goethe’s theory only to demonstrate that he is not a blind follower; Goethe suc- 
ceeded in proving Newton wrong, but he had nothing to replace him with; Goethe’s theo- 
ry is a pyramid, while Schopenhauer’s is the apex thereof; he doesn’t need Dr. Seebeck, 
he demands Goethe’s authority; sarcastically he jabs “Your Excellency has other preoccu- 
pations now, is perhaps in the higher region of the creative arts”; a proper response re- 
garding Schopenhauer’s mistakes shouldn’t take him long, since it took Schopenhauer on- 
ly “a couple weeks” to write his theory; Goethe should at least look Schopenhauer’s “little 
baby” in the eyes before he declines to serve as its godfather.!° Surprisingly, Goethe re- 
sponded with two more letters, maintaining his poise, and, unsurprisingly, Schopenhauer 
even in his final letter to Goethe took a defiant stance: “instead of weakening my good 
opinion of my work and crushing my courage, your lack of sympathy seems almost to 
have elevated them both.”2° 


When we reflect on what happened, it becomes clear that color theory not only took over 
in Schopenhauer’s mind, he also took extraordinary pains to appropriate it—and may 
have felt enpowered by Goethe’s own words: “What you received but as your father’s 
heir, / Make it your own to gain possession of it!”2! When Schopenhauer used this Faust 
verse SO many years later in PP2, he provided this interpretation: “It is of great value and 
use to discover, independently and before we know it, what thinkers before us have al- 
ready discovered ... and when later one finds it among earlier thinkers, one unexpectedly 
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gains strong endorsement from external, recognized authority, that testifies to its truth; 
through which, subsequently, one gains confidence and steadfastness for championing it 
against any contradiction” (PP2, 18). Schopenhauer proposed a_ . 14) counter-theory, or 
what he regarded as the first actual theory of color to Goethe’s, manifesting indepen- 
dence in this arduous exchange, as well as confidence, steadfastness, and advocacy for 
his own truth. 


For his part, Goethe held his counsel, never revealing the “evidence” Schopenhauer de- 
manded of him, never acknowledging the “superiority” of the young philosopher’s views, 
and, though he was sorely used and practically poked with a sharp stick by Schopen- 
hauer, Goethe never lost his composure. Lutkehaus suggests that Goethe the Olympian, 
the expert in the history of myths and families, would surely have understood the mes- 
sage.2* Safranski tells us that others who approached Goethe as suitors, notably Lenz and 
Kleist, were nearly broken by the experience, but not Schopenhauer: he remained true to 
himself and his philosophy, maintained his veneration for the master, and lost himself nei- 
ther in veneration nor in spasms of self-confidence.?° Let us recall that the theory of color 
and Goethe’s needs at the time were the only reasons these two men became collabora- 
tors. Schopenhauer had plans for himself without Goethe—he had just published his dis- 
sertation after all, and The World as Will and Representation was already beginning to oc- 
cupy his thinking. The opportunity allowed Schopenhauer to measure himself not only 
against Goethe’s best scientific writing, the passion of two decades of dedication, but also 
against Goethe himself: Schopenhauer was convinced of his own superiority vis-a-vis 
Goethe’s color theory, and though he clearly did not measure up as a man, as a human be- 
ing, still the experience did not kill him, as Nietzsche would say, and it seemed to make 
him stronger. 


Safranski relates an episode that illustrates how light as a phenomenon was regarded 
quite differently by Goethe and Schopenhauer, especially since the latter had just radical- 
ized Kantian transcendentalism in his dissertation. Many years after their collaboration 
Schopenhauer recounted: “But this Goethe ... was so entirely a realist that it simply would 
not dawn on him that objects as such only exist insofar as they are represented by the 
cognizing subject. ‘What!’ he said to me once, staring at me with his Jupiter eyes, ‘light is 
supposed to exist only insofar as you see it? No, you wouldn’t exist if light did not see 
you.’”*4 This anecdote should be borne in mind whenever Schopenhauer professes his 
“complete agreement” with Goethe and belabors the “complete correctness” of Goethe’s 
theory—Goethe held a fundamentally different position, they both knew it virtually from 
the moment Goethe read Schopenhauer’s manuscript, but Schopenhauer wanted to as- 
sert himself and win over Goethe at the same time—a task doomed to failure. 


In briefly reviewing some of the technical aspects of Goethe’s color theory, readers can 
gauge for themselves where he stood and how Schopenhauer responded, bearing in mind 
that the collaboration was invited by Goethe and was intended to serve the propagation of 
his findings. The details of their competing theories, as Goethe must have viewed them, or 
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of their complementary theories as Schopenhauer purported, reveal opposing worldviews 
informed by science. 


In the introduction to On the Theory of Colors, Goethe makes this striking assertion: “The 
eye owes its existence to light. From indifferent animal organs, light summons forth an 
organ that will become its equal, and so the eye forms itself from light for light, .15) so 
that the inner light is able to approach the outer.”*° I translate seinesgleichen as “its 
equal,” but the main thing is that Goethe wants us to know that light affects humans as 
beings whose existence is light-dependent and light-produced. The “inner light” residing 
in humans is reminiscent of how Christianity speaks of light in the New Testament, of 
how Meister Eckhart referred to the “divine spark” in us, or, more commonly, of the ex- 
pression “his eyes lit up”; it is half of the German word for vision, Augenlicht. But Goethe 
is not making a theological statement here; instead, he emphasizes the interaction that 
must take place between humans and nature as our light “approaches” the outer light. 
The inference is that we are supposed to be approaching the outer light, however we 
might choose to interpret this action philosophically. 


If there is a moral dimension to humans approaching the light, then it is certainly in the 
secular, Enlightenment sense that recognizes light as the root of enlightenment. The al- 
ternative is darkness in historical and intellectual terms, from which the historical En- 
lightenment has liberated us, and, of course, Goethe was fond of binaries: “colors develop 
in opposition,” and “they are what they are only in their interrelationship: one color is no 
color.”*° The polar opposite colors are blue and yellow, from which “all other colors can 
be derived through intensification of one, or through the union of two of them.”2’ The po- 
larization is not limited to colors, as illustrated in Goethe’s pairing of The Elective Affini- 
ties (1809) and On the Theory of Colors (1810), and the effect of light on colors and emo- 
tions is similar: Goethe maintained that when our intellect gazes through “our beclouded 
inner life” toward the light, our emotions are love and hope, but when we gaze through 
this same medium toward the dark, our emotions are hate and fear.28 Thus whereas New- 
ton attributed color to the properties of light rays, and Schopenhauer regarded it asa 
physiological effect stemming from the eye, Goethe held a middle position stressing the 
importance of the physical media encountered by light on its way from the source to the 
beholder.*9 Goethe’s physical medium, which he technically referred to as das Tribe or in 
Greek skieron, is shadowy or gray, and we perceive colors through this medium—Goethe’s 
theory thus positions human beings at the receiving end of light filtered through the 
skieron. 


Today Goethe’s color theory is not regarded as a viable competitor with Newton’s, 
though, according to Bohme, its emphasis on subjective perception demonstrated that 
there is a regularity to color phenomena that had previously been regarded as random 
optical illusions. Bohme characterizes him as a “systematically working lover of nature” 
compared to Newton and “the scientific professionals,” though he concedes that, in terms 
of data, method, law, explanation, and theory, Goethe’s efforts conform to those of mod- 
ern science.*° Goethe influenced later writers on color theory, including Purkinje (1819), 
Miiller (1826), and, of course, Schopenhauer (1816),?! and as T. J. Reed explains, he was 
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“no dilettante ... But essentially he was operating with the eye of the imagination” which, 
Reed adds, can “carry a science forward at a critical juncture in its history.” 


A similar brief review of Schopenhauer’s position on colors starts with his proposition 
that “colours are not intrinsic properties of objects, but pertain to the perceiver 
alone” (FR, xxxviii). Whereas for Goethe white and black were primal phenomena, for 
Schopenhauer they are “modifications of the eye. Lightness or white is the full activity of 
(p. 16) the retina. Darkness or black is the inactivity of the retina; whereas, colour is the 
qualitatively divided activity of the retina.” Moreover, again as distinguished from Goethe, 
the numerical fractions corresponding to activity of the retina are an “innovation that al- 
lows him to demonstrate the production of white from colours” (VC, xl-xli). These are al- 
ready major differences, but there is more: Schopenhauer praises Goethe in language 
that damns with faint praise, claiming that Goethe’s first great service had been to “break 
the old spell of Newton’s incorrect theory,” the second “he delivered in full measure what 
the title promised: data fora theory of colour. There are important, complete, significant 
data, rich material for a future theory of colour. However, he did not undertake to provide 
this theory itself” (VC, 207-08). So, in addition to differing with Goethe on key points, 
Schopenhauer displaced Goethe as the alternative to Newton—this alternative in the form 
of a real theory was Schopenhauer’s achievement. We must try to imagine what Goethe 
felt and thought in reading these transparently condescending phrases—after all, he had 
labored over his color theory for twenty years, only to be instructed now by the young 
philosopher that his labors amounted to a bunch of useful data. 


As galling as the assertions themselves are, consider the effusive, almost fawning praise 
that accompanies them: “If we (here, I mean very few) also see Newton’s incorrect theory 
completely refuted by Goethe, partially by the polemical part of his work, partially by the 
correct presentation of colour phenomena of every kind, which Newton’s theory had falsi- 
fied, then this victory is not complete until a new theory appears in the place of the 

old” (VC 209). Or “conversely, the urphenomenon presented by Goethe also perfectly and 
most satisfactorily meets the requirements regarding the skieron” (VC 268), or “in this 
now we have a complete a priori proof of the truth of the Goethean urphenomenon and 
the correctness of his whole theory of colors, which I ask the reader to consider” (VC, 
269). This manner of partial praising, of effusive praising and hyperbole while picking 
apart the weaknesses of Goethe’s work, had specific purposes; Schopenhauer surely real- 
ized that Goethe could see through this soupy muddle. A few pages later we find: “my 
theory compels me to differ from Goethe in just two points, specifically with regard to the 
true polarity of colours ... and with respect to the production of white from colours, for 
which latter, Goethe never forgave me; however, neither in conversation nor correspon- 
dence has he ever advanced an argument against it” (VC, 278). 


Clearly, then, Goethe’s theory was not wholly correct, and Newton’s incorrect theory was 
not “completely refuted” by Goethe. Schopenhauer must have felt trapped. For one thing, 
he truly revered Goethe, in the inimitable fashion of Schopenhauerian reverence at least, 
and the elder had approached him with an agenda that Schopenhauer was honor-bound 
to respect. He also had to market his theory as compatible and complementary to 


Page 8 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

Goethe’s simply to avoid being seen as an upstart, turn-coat, and ingrate. Goethe quickly 
concluded that Schopenhauer had become an opponent and revealed as much when 
Schopenhauer published his book, writing to Schultz on July 19, 1816, that he had been 
betrayed by his disciple.?° Perhaps Schopenhauer reasoned that as long as the reading 
public could see him openly praising the master, he could garner ©.17) their support. 
The very fact that it never came to an open, public feud or scandal, or to outright banish- 
ment by Goethe, suggests Schopenhauer may have been at least partially effective. Fur- 
thermore, in order to succeed in becoming “the first” to provide a theory of color, he 
would have needed Goethe’s imprimatur, and this he could clearly not earn by means of 
rudeness and mockery alone—qualities Schopenhauer enjoyed venting in his writings 
generally. Where he is strong and assertive, it is in order to “vindicate” himself, just as he 
had said he would in his letter to Goethe of February 7, 1816.°4 Finally, Schopenhauer 
knew he was playing the long game, and, just as Goethe has reasoned that it would be 
useful to have Schopenhauer working on his behalf, the young philosopher calculated 
that he would need to have Goethe working for him for many decades to come—this 
turned out to be the case in more ways than one, inasmuch as Goethe never broke the 
staff over him, Schopenhauer assiduously mined Goethe’s literary works for wisdom and 
illustrative effect, and, toward the end of his days, he revealed himself as an almost fanat- 
ic Goethe admirer who surely knew how to profit from his former collaboration and con- 
tinuing linkage with the Olympian. Fame came late to Schopenhauer, but it came 
nonetheless. Had he burned his bridges with Goethe, it is doubtful indeed whether Ger- 
many would have clasped him to her bosom as she did finally in the 1850s and 1860s. 


In the late work Parerga and Paralipomena (1851) we have another fine example of how 
Goethe was simultaneously elevated and debased—indeed one of the cleverest, most 
spiteful yet playful formulations of the Schopenhauer-Goethe conundrum. He embarks on 
a critical discussion of how excessively objective Goethe had been; instead of explaining, 
Goethe mostly described things: 


Accordingly the most universal and supreme truth of his entire theory of colour is 
an explicit, objective fact that he himself quite properly calls urpbhenomenon. With 
that he considered everything done; a proper “it is so” was for him everywhere the 
ultimate goal, without his having craved an “it must be so,” and indeed this en- 
abled him to mock: 


Enter: Philosopher, and lo! 
He proves to you it must be so. 


Now that is why he was a poet after all and not a philosopher, i.e., not animated or 
possessed, as you wish, by a striving for the ultimate grounds and the innermost 
relation of things. And for precisely this reason he had to leave me the best har- 
vest, as gleanings, insofar as the ultimate satisfaction and the key to everything 
that Goethe teaches are to be found in me alone. (PP2, 164) 
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This passage cries out for exegesis as a clue to the intellectual relationship between 
Schopenhauer and Goethe; indeed, here Schopenhauer proves too clever even for him- 
self. He would have his readers believe that Goethe is mocking the philosophers here in 
Faust I, lines 1928-29, without revealing that the speaker is Mephistopheles, the nihilist, 
“the spirit which eternally denies” (line 1338). Mephistopheles has disguised himself in 
Faust’s academic regalia in order to take over for him as academic adviser. There is some 
comic relief in this scene, with Mephisto holding forth on all the available disciplines of 
(p. 18) study: logic, metaphysics, law, theology, medicine. He finally paints a lurid picture 
of the medical profession, capturing the student’s imagination for the first time with 
splendid sexual innuendo, thus getting the student to eagerly declare medicine as his ma- 
jor. The serious point of this entire scene, and certainly also of the lines that lampoon the 
logician (1928-29), is to demonstrate how Mephistopheles and his kind thrive on the un- 
dermining of true learning, on the peddling of fake news. As Faust exits, and just before 
Mephistopheles begins his “advising session,” the devil says: “Go, spurn intelligence and 
science, / Man’s lodestar and supreme reliance, / Be furthered by the liar-in-chief / In 
works of fraud and make-believe, / And I shall have you dead to rights” (lines 1851-1855). 
These dark sentiments are not Faust’s, nor are they Goethe’s—Schopenhauer might have 
known better. 


Instead, he uses this masterful passage from Faust to first elevate Goethe by displaying 
his masterpiece, then to take a poke at him by reminding his philosophical readers that 
Goethe had been a mere poet—and a disrespectful one at that, daring to mock the 
philosophers. “Enter” the philosopher Schopenhauer to pick up the gleanings of the poet 
Goethe, and “lo!”—“the key to everything that Goethe teaches are to be found in me 
alone.” But why does the philosopher boast, at this point, of serving as the poet’s heir, as 
the “key” to the poet’s teaching? Surely these gleanings must be precious and concealed, 
or Schopenhauer would not be promising to unlock them for our collective benefit as only 
he can. The philosopher appears to suffer from poet envy.°° 


We have taken samples of the different color theories of Goethe and Schopenhauer, as 
well as analyzed both how Schopenhauer applied his own philosophical system to colors 
and how at times he articulated his disagreements in a baffling tone of voice. Safranksi 
reviewed the Lutkehaus book on the Goethe-Schopenhauer correspondence, concluding: 
“Here we have Schopenhauer in his best moments. And Goethe, too, is entirely himself in 
this constellation.”°° A closer look at the hole Schopenhauer dug for himself is warranted, 
since Goethe did what he could to keep the relationship friendly and even-keeled. 


In the megaletter, Schopenhauer acknowledges that his phenomena stand solidly and im- 
placably on Goethe’s foundation, such that his theory is completely incompatible with 
Newton's but “corresponds most highly” with Goethe’s. Now, he insists, the “publication 
of my theory must lead to the collapse of Newton’s.” He draws on his floweriest rhetoric 
to describe Newton’s science as an old fortress under siege by Schopenhauer; he has 
planted a powerful mine capable of blowing up the whole structure; all he needs is for 
Goethe to light the fuse—“may you not be deterred,” adds Schopenhauer, “if a few of your 
own siege works, which are superfluous now in any case, might suffer a little damage.” 
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The disciple (as seen by Goethe) is here instructing the master on how he, the master, can 
assist in toppling Newton. Goethe shouldn’t be worried about the collateral damage to his 
own siege works—these aren’t needed anymore once Schopenhauer achieves in one swift, 
powerful stroke what Goethe could never achieve. Observe that here, too, Schopenhauer 
begins by claiming complete compatibility with Goethe’s work, but again ends up demon- 
strating that Goethe is merely in the way. By the end of the letter, having expended all his 
fantasies and recriminations, Schopenhauer simply ©. 19) requests that Goethe return 
the manuscript and inform him as to whether he has shared it with anyone, Dr. Seebeck 
in particular, because he fears he will be plagiarized.’ If the manuscript itself had not al- 
ready convinced Goethe that his new collaborator was in fact a rival, this long, strange 
letter would have left no doubt. 


On November 16, 1815, Goethe responds with the equanimity of a god: “Much indeed, my 
most esteemed friend, am I thankful to you for desiring by means of your friendly and 
thorough letter to successfully dispel the distance that separates us. I can only respond 
partially to it and therefore assure you above all regarding the question: whether anyone 
has seen your essay? and to this I can sincerely reply: no one!” Because Schopenhauer 
had disagreed with him regarding the origin of violet, he added to this letter a full page of 
justifications for his views, in which he also includes a paragraph on the production of 
white—Schopenhauer was in this sense wrong to claim Goethe never provided him with 
counter-arguments or explanations. However, the most significant passage in this letter 
occurs toward the end, before the addendum of explanations for violet, and it merits a 
closer look. Goethe reiterates that he has an “unconquerable aversion” to becoming in- 
volved now in anything remotely related to publicly participating in the color debate, yet 
he also feels he owes it to Schopenhauer to disclose his views of the work to him: “Who- 
ever is himself inclined to construct the world from the subject, will not reject the obser- 
vation that the subject, in its phenomenon, is always merely the individual and therefore 
requires a certain share of truth and error in order to maintain its characteristic. But 
nothing separates human beings more than the fact that the portions of these two ingre- 
dients are mixed according to different proportions.”?° Here Goethe offers an explanation 
for his response without joining the color debate or providing anything beyond the adden- 
dum on violet. Schopenhauer is the one who constructs the world from the subject; he 
should know that the subject is individual and therefore flawed, an admixture of truth and 
error. So far, Goethe has merely reminded Schopenhauer to be consistent with his own 
truths. A second step provides what could be the main reason this “distance” will never 
be bridged; namely, the proportions of truth and error in individuals vary so much that 
two individuals may never come to an understanding without obliterating what is charac- 
teristic of them or peculiar to them (Eigenthumlichkeit). Goethe is signaling again that it 
is perfectly understandable to allow these differences and distances.*9 


Schopenhauer’s elevation of tragedy to the highest form of writing corresponds with the 
pessimistic worldview, but before we move on from Goethe’s classicist, universalist justifi- 
cation of his response to Schopenhauer, a summary of the latter’s view on tragedy is pro- 
vided by Barbara Neymeyr, who outlines the three possibilities for precipitating the great 
misfortune that leads to catastrophe: extraordinary malice of character, blind fate 
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(chance, error), and, third, the constellation of characters that is conditioned by the inter- 
secting striving wills of individuals. Not surprisingly, Schopenhauer explicitly embraces 
the third possibility for catastrophe.*° This makes perfect sense because Schopenhauer 
knows better than most how frail, limited, and lost we are in the principle of individua- 
tion. The other two forces for catastrophe don’t possess the individual human factor that 
so effectively illustrates our futility. When Goethe reminded Schopenhauer . 29) in 1815 
of how fraught and feckless we are as individuals, he helped to avert a catastrophe in 
their relationship, such that only a few short years later, Schopenhauer would champion 
not only tragedy, but conduct a fierce and compelling critique of the individual in relation 
to the whole. This is Goethe material, for this is what Goethe had been illustrating 
through Faust these many decades; namely, the presence of the universal in the particu- 
lar. 


As one might expect from a polyglot lover of great literature, Schopenhauer’s works are 
replete with quotations, often in the original language, and he used Faust in particular to 
good effect. Schopenhauer seems to use his literary sources as allies to validate his own 
positions, but he also uses them more authentically to provide examples of specific points 
he is trying to make—few philosophers are as keen to provide examples generally, and 
even fewer had his command of literature. So for example when he quotes Goethe’s poem 
Rechenschaft (Accountability), it is because the phrase “only scoundrels are modest” di- 
rectly supports his argument that “the virtue of modesty has only been invented as a 
weapon against envy.” He even cross-references here to WWR1 and explains that the 
Goethe quote has a predecessor in Cervantes (PP2, 416). We saw a similar dynamic at 
work in the Faust lines exhorting us to “make our own” what we merely inherit from the 
father (PP2, 18). The didactic component of the Goethe quotes is generally joined with a 
self-elevating gesture, as if to demonstrate that he and Goethe were like-minded. 
Neymeyr sees another dimension to these quotes; namely, that he mediates between gen- 
eralizing abstraction and concrete individual works to provide evidence for his theses. 
She directs our attention to WWR1 Books 3 and 4 because they contain frequent exam- 
ples from Goethe’s works in order to illustrate matters of aesthetics, the will, and ethics, 
with a similar pattern in PP.*! Nietzsche clearly followed Schopenhauer’s example in dip- 
ping richly into Goethe’s works, beginning with The Birth of Tragedy but including Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, in which the intertextuality problematizes Goethe’s legacy as a poet 
(see “On Poets”). 


Schopenhauer mined Goethe’s works in his use of Tasso, the Italian poet-genius depicted 
in Goethe’s tragedy, Torquato Tasso (1790), a work with autobiographical overtones stem- 
ming from Goethe’s life at the court of Weimar-Saxony. Schopenhauer was able to lever- 
age both the proximity of genius and madness and the doomed nature of artistic genius in 
society in the practical affairs of life.4* While tragedy was his favorite genre and garnered 
most of his attention, he was fond of quoting lyric poems and made a point of calling it 
the “easiest” genre, where a successful effect could be produced by “even someone who 
is not particularly distinguished.” Now we might quibble with Schopenhauer about his ex- 
planation for the seemingly “easy” emergence of lyric poems; he attributes this to “some 
strong, external source of inspiration ... because all that is needed for this is a lively intu- 
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ition of his own state in the moment of exhilaration” (WWR1, 276). Nietzsche was much 
more convincing in his lyric theory in The Birth of Tragedy, pointing out that the lyrist is 
least inclined to be “in his own state” because he has been absorbed, embodied by the 
primal unity (in Schopenhauerian parlance, his principle of individuation has been dis- 
rupted). 


(v.21) Understandably, most Goethe quotes stem from Faust, a pattern repeated in writ- 
ers who invoke Goethe. Neymeyr attributes Schopenhauer’s interest to the fact that, asa 
protagonist, Faust displays prominent features of Schopenhauer’s philosophy, and she ap- 
pears to agree with critics who generally limit his use of Faust to Part I.43 But before we 
invest too much in the equation of who influenced whom on the question of striving, we 
should be clear that striving is proto-Goethean material and characteristic of the Faust 
temperament and ethos. Matthew Bell details how Goethe, already in 1801, wrote to 
Schiller regarding four “constant and irreducible properties of humankind,” namely en- 
joyment, striving, resignation, and habit.44 Another substantive intellectual link is the ex- 
istence of the labyrinth as metaphor for existence. Schopenhauer speaks in PP2 of “the 
great herd of the human race” requiring leaders, guides, counselors, and higher types 
generally, who acquire “an overview of this labyrinth” (PP2, 223). The labyrinth is already 
stated in Faust line 14 of the Dedication, and it is central to Goethe, Schopenhauer, and 
Nietzsche,*° as is the importance of higher humans who can survey from high ground. 


Stated summarily in terms of affinity, intellectual traits, or inclinations shared by Goethe 
and Schopenhauer are reliance on intuition versus rational reflection*®; polarized struc- 
ture of their works reflecting the polarities in nature*’; intercultural mediators to the 
West in matters of Eastern thought and religion*®; the deduction of scientific comparabili- 
ty from analogous relationships ascertained by a non-neutral (nonobjective) observer*9; 
pioneers of life-affirmation on the basis of the critique of idealism and metaphysics; em- 
brace of the open, contradictory, and nonclosure versus a system of absolutes; elabora- 
tion of ancient Greek philosophy as a model for opposing modern academic professional- 
ism°°; and a critical stance vis-a-vis mathematics as a panacea.”! This list is of course not 


exhaustive, and additional affinities have already been discussed earlier. 


Goethe himself erred in seeing affinity with his scientific views, probably because he 
raced to engage Schopenhauer as a disciple. Among the real differences between them 
are that Goethe champions activity while Schopenhauer reveals its futility and opts for as- 
ceticism; Schopenhauer ultimately stresses the primacy of philosophy over poetry, where- 
as Goethe remains open and eclectic°*; Schopenhauer’s subjective turn is at odds with 
Goethe’s realism (VC, xxxix); Schopenhauer’s color theory was substantially incompatible 
with Goethe’s, largely because Schopenhauer’s views actually aligned better with 
Newton’s°’; and they differed profoundly in character and temperament, along the axis of 
life-affirmation versus pessimism.°* 


When Schopenhauer late in life reviewed his collaboration with Goethe, it was important 
to him to claim that he remained and always had been a champion of Goethe’s superior 
science—he belabors the point, comes across as disingenuous, and persists in claiming 
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that he was correct while Goethe was wrong. We understand why Schopenhauer cher- 
ished this relationship. In the end, given his acerbic temperament, his relative isolation, 
and his very late epiphany as a philosophical authority, one may conclude that Goethe’s 
qualified friendship had been a highpoint. On balance no other thinker or writer of note 
could claim to have stood up to Goethe while maintaining that .22) revered idol’s re- 
spect; the brief, fraught partnership remains a consequential encounter of modern intel- 
lectual history since it imparted direction to Schopenhauer’s work by cementing his self- 
confidence. He could also suggest that his affinity rested on the fact that both he and 
Goethe endured silence, indeed were shunned by the critics—Goethe with respect to his 
color theory, Schopenhauer with respect to his philosophy generally.°° This counter-cur- 
rent becomes a key feature of the romantic-existential push against the splintering of the 
modern self, in which the forces of technology and academic specialization appear to be 
in league with nihilism. 


The afterimage of this compelling intellectual relationship can be sketched as follows in 
its contemporary significance. If it is true that Goethe’s Farbenlehre made a come-back 
late in the twentieth century based on its consideration of physiological and psychological 
aspects of color, this would follow from our aversion or indifference to modern theoretical 
physics.°® It would be part of the search for “the qualitative wholeness of the phenome- 
non” that Reed admires in Goethe, “which science ought not to dissolve into quantitative 
abstraction.” But Reed appropriately points back to the early twentieth century to high- 
light the dangers of attacking scientific objectivity and rationality: “One need only recall 
that in 1933 the poet and Nazi fellow-traveler Gottfried Benn, who had pretensions to sci- 
entific knowledge, publicly glorified Goethe’s science as ‘the first rejection of European 
intellectualism’ and of the Newtonian ‘objective world’ in favour of an ‘existential and 
transcendent world’ which alone mattered.”°’ More on Reed’s point in a moment. 


Goethe never flirted with the spirit of fascism, which is in effect the political-ideological 
triumph of nihilism among the masses; in fact, he warned against it—we saw this in 
Mephistopheles’s remark “Go, spurn intelligence and science” (line 1851). When Goethe 
takes up this theme again in Part II he introduces Baccalaureus, a character now based 
on Schopenhauer, enabling Mephistopheles to reprise his role as professor. Baccalaureus 
is the same student Mephistopheles “advised” as a freshman; now brash, confident, disre- 
spectful, utterly full of himself: “One who is thirty years or over / Already is as good as 
dead / It would be best if you were put away” (lines 6787-89). The student speaks thus to 
the professor (Mephistopheles) to illustrate how Mephistopheles’s nihilism corrupts 
minds, how youth in particular can be deluded into thinking “the world was not, until I 
made it be” (line 6794), an allusion to Schopenhauer’s subjectivism.°? It is one thing for 
Goethe to critique the fragmenting effect of science; it is quite another to condemn sci- 
ence outright. Goethe is placing the spirit of Schopenhauer under the negating aegis of 
Mephistopheles. For any who might doubt whether Schopenhauer could harbor sympa- 
thies of this kind, a telling passage is: “Between the spirit of Graeco-Roman paganism and 
that of Christianity the real contrast is that of affirmation and negation of the will to life, 
according to which, in the final analysis, Christianity is basically right” (PP2, 282). Here 
“negation” is the called-for response, not Faustian-Goethean affirmation of life. Goethe 
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concluded as did Nietzsche, but a good half century sooner: the “ultimate yes-sayer” to 
life later condemned Schopenhauer’s denial of life as “a paradigm of nihilism.”°9 


(p. 23) Now let us pick up the thread of T. J. Reed’s observation regarding the historical 
consequences of denying science. For Goethe it is not a matter of denying science per se, 
only how science gets done and to what uses it is put. He did not refute Newtonian theo- 
ry, but he did shatter its claim to irrefutability.©° Science and scientific method were two 
activities embraced by both Goethe and Schopenhauer—the whole color theory debate re- 
inforces this point—yet they remained far apart as individuals. The binding tie between 
them is science: it is the arena in which they contested their theories and communicated 
with one another despite serious differences. While our information-overloaded society 
struggles to find direction, as our youth, absorbed by insidious hand-held devices, learn 
to navigate the labyrinth of information and misinformation under the “guidance” of glib 
nihilists who claim it’s all one and the same—the tumultuous intellectual relationship be- 
tween Goethe and Schopenhauer serves as a parable, as a warning, as a beacon—good, 
smart people can agree on the sublime value of science even as they disagree on whether 
the ultimate laurels belong to literature or to thought. 


Further Reading 


Allert, Beate. “ ‘Tribe’ as the Source of New Color Formations in Goethe’s Late Works En- 
toptische Farben (1817-20) and Chromatik (1822).” Goethe Yearbook 19 (2012): 29-47. 


Amrine, Frederick, Francis J. Zucker, Harvey Wheeler, eds., Goethe and the Sciences: A 
Reappraisal. Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987. 


Bell, Matthew. Goethe’s Naturalistic Anthropology: Man and Other Plants. Oxford: Claren- 
don Press, 1994. 


Bohme, Gernot. “Is Goethe’s Theory of Color Science?” In Goethe and the Sciences: A 
Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, Francis J. Zucker, and Harvey Wheeler. Boston: 
D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987, 147-73. 


Burwick, Frederick. The Damnation of Newton: Goethe’s Color Theory and Romantic Per- 
ception. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1986. 


Cartwright, David E. Schopenhauer: A Biography. Cambridge University Press, 2010. 


Del Caro, Adrian. Grounding the Nietzsche Rhetoric of Earth. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
2004. 


Del Caro, Adrian. “Margarete-Ariadne: Faust’s Labyrinth.” Goethe-Yearbook 18 (2011): 
223-43. 


Dirrigl, Michael. Goethe und Schopenhauer. Mit zwei Exkursen: Giacomo Leopardi—Au- 
gust Graf von Platen-Hallermunde. Ein Vademecum fur Wahlverwandte. Regensburg: Uni- 
versitatsverlag Regensburg, 2000. 


Page 15 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

(p. 27) Gemes, Ken, and Christopher Janaway. “Life-Denial Versus Life-Affirmation: 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche on Pessimism and Asceticism.” In A Companion to Schopen- 
hauer. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 280-99. 


Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. Faust. A Tragedy, translated by Walter Arndt and edited by 
Cyrus Hamlin (2nd edition). New York: W. W. Norton, 2001. 


Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von. Naturwissenschaftliche Schriften in Goethes Werke. Ham- 
burger Ausgabe in 14 Banden, edited by Dorothea Kuhn. Vol. XIII. Hamburg: Christian 
Wegner Verlag, 1955. 


Janaway, Christopher. Schopenhauer. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994. 
Janz, Curt Paul. Friedrich Nietzsche Biography. 3 vols. Munich: Hanser, 1978. 


Lange, Steffen W. “Lebendiges Wort? Schopenhauers und Goethes Anschauungen von 
Sprache im Vergleich.” In Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische und philosophische 
Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Seren R. Fauth. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Ver- 
lag, 2016, 184-98. 


Lauxtermann, Paul F. H. “Hegel and Schopenhauer as Partisans of Goethe’s Theory of 
Color.” Journal of the History of Ideas 51, no. 4 (1990): 599-624. 


Lauxtermann, Paul. F. H. “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory.” In A Companion to Schopen- 
hauer, edited by Bart Vandenabeele. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 60-69. 


Lutkehaus, Ludger, ed. Arthur Schopenhauer. Der Briefwechsel mit Goethe und andere 
Dokumente zur Farbenlehre. Zurich: Haffmans Verlag, 1992. 


Miller, Barbara L. “‘He’ Had Me at Blue: Color and Visual Art.” Leonardo 47, no. (2014): 
461-65. 


Miller, Douglas E. “Goethe’s Color Studies in a New Perspective.” In Goethe and the 
Sciences: A Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, Francis J. Zucker, and Harvey 
Wheeler. Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987, 101-12. 


Neymeyr, Barbara. “Das ‘Labyrinth des Lebens’ im Spiegel der Literatur. Zur exemplar- 
ischen Funktion der Faust-Tragédie und anderer Werke Goethes in Schopenhauers As- 
thetik und Willensmetaphysik.” In Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische und 
philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth. Hamburg: Fe- 
lix Meiner Verlag, 2016, 299-335. 


Nietzsche, Friedrich. “Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie fur das Leben.” In Friedrich 
Nietzsche: Samtliche Werke. Kritische Studienausgabe in 15 Einzelbdanden, Vol. 1, edited 
by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1988. 


Reed, T. J. Goethe. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984. 


Page 16 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

Regehly, Thomas. “’Licht aus dem Osten.’ Wechsellekturen im Zeichen des Westostlichen 
Divans und anderer Werke Goethes und Schopenhauers.” In Schopenhauer und Goethe. 
Biographische und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. 
Fauth. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016, 59-97. 


Rehbock, Theda. “Hat Schopenhauer Goethes Farbenlehre Verstanden?” In Schopenhauer 
und Goethe. Biographische und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe 
and Sgren R. Fauth. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016, 371-408. 


Roth, Alexander. “Das Dynamische der Erkenntnis. Goethe, Schopenhauer und die An- 
fange der Lebensphilosophie.” In Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische und 
philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth. Hamburg: Fe- 
lix Meiner Verlag, 2016, 199-222. 


Safranski, Rudiger. “Du bist mein lieber Sohn,” ZeitOnline (1993, 10 September). http:// 
www.zeit.de/1993/37/du-bist-mein-lieber-sohn/komplettansicht. Accessed July 11, 
2016. 


(p. 28) Safranski, Rudiger. Schopenhauer und Die wilden Jahre der Philosophie. Eine Bi- 
ographie. Munchen: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1987. 


Schubbe, Daniel, and Sgren R. Fauth, eds. Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische und 
philosophische Perspektiven. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016. 


Schubbe, Daniel. “ ‘Gegengewicht im Zeitgeist’. Schopenhauer, Goethe und die Polaritat 
des Denkens: Zur Einleitung des Bandes.” In Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische 
und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth. Ham- 
burg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016, 11-28. 


Sepper, Dennis L. “Goethe Against Newton: Towards Saving the Phenomenon.” In Goethe 
and the Sciences: A Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, Francis J. Zucker, and Har- 
vey Wheeler. Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987, 175-93. 


Sommer, Niklas. “Der physiologische Idealismus. Die Apologie der Farbenlehre.” In 
Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by 
Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016, 351-70. 


Vandenabeele, Bart, ed. A Companion to Schopenhauer. Oxford: Blackwell, 2012. 
Wicks, Robert. Schopenhauer. Oxford: Blackwell, 2008. 


Wittkowski, Wolfgang. “Goethe and Schopenhauer: A Phenomenology of the Final Vision 
in Faust II.” Analecta Husserliana 37 (1991): 383-408. 


Wordsworth, William. “The Tables Turned.” In The Norton Anthology of English Literature 
(3rd edition), edited by M. H. Abrams. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1975, 1371. 


Page 17 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

Zajonc, Arthur G. “Facts as Theory: Aspects of Goethe’s Philosophy of Science.” In Goethe 
and the Sciences: A Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, Francis J. Zucker, and Har- 
vey Wheeler. Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987, 219-45. 


Notes: 


(1.) Friedrich Nietzsche, Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie fur das Leben, in 
Friedrich Nietzsche: Sdmtliche Werke. Kritische Studienausgabe in 15 Einzelbadnden, 
edited by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1988), vol. 1, 
245. Translations from German are my own, except for Schopenhauer who is quoted from 
the Cambridge University Press editions, edited by Christopher Janaway, and Goethe’s 
Faust in English, quoted from the Arndt translation. These words are from Goethe’s letter 
to Schiller on December 19, 1789. 


(2.) Paul FR H. Lauxtermann, “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory,” in A Companion to Schopen- 
hauer, edited by Bart Vandenabeele. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2012), 63. 


(3.) William Wordsworth, “The Tables Turned,” in The Norton Anthology of English Litera- 
ture (3rd edition), edited by M. H. Abrams (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1975), 
1371. 


(4.) Ludger Lutkehaus, ed., Arthur Schopenhauer. Der Briefwechsel mit Goethe und an- 
dere Dokumente zur Farbenlehre (Zurich: Haffmans Verlag, 1992), 84. See also Adrian 
Del Caro, Grounding the Nietzsche Rhetoric of Earth (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 
298-300, where Bacon’s “new language” of nature exploitation is discussed. 


(5.) Lauxtermann, “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory,” 64; Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 
79, 84, 80. 


(6.) Matthew Bell, Goethe’s Naturalistic Anthropology: Man and Other Plants (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1994), 267, 289. 


(7.) Rudiger Safranski, Schopenhauer und Die wilden Jahre der Philosophie. Eine Biogra- 
phie (Munchen: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1987), 268-69. 


(8.) Niklas Sommer, “Der physiologische Idealismus. Die Apologie der Farbenlehre,” in 
Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by 
Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016), 359. 


(9.) Lauxtermann, “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory,” 63. 
(10.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 81-82. 
(11.) Lauxtermann, “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory,” 63. 


(12.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 79. The title of the critical essay that accompanies 
the letters is Who/Whom Sees the Light ... The Deeds and Sorrows of the Color Teachers 
(Wer/Wen das Licht sieht ... Die Taten und Leiden der Farbenlehrer), emphasizing the dia- 


Page 18 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

metrically opposed views of the two: for Goethe, the light sees us, sees all, and is prima- 
ry; for Schopenhauer, we see light. The subtitle, in turn, shifts the emphasis away from 
theory (Lehre) to teachers (Lehrer) because the teachers do battle and suffer here. The 
subtitle is also reminiscent of Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther (Die Leiden des 
jungen Werther). Lutkehaus also points out that Schopenhauer’s sister Adele was allowed 
to call Goethe “father” (p. 81). Here I thank Robert Wicks for reminding me, since my es- 
say begins with Nietzsche, that Wagner was the same age as Nietzsche’s deceased father, 
creating a parallel to the Schopenhauer-Goethe case, whereby father figures were simul- 
taneously embraced and resisted by prodigal sons. 


(13.) Safranski, Schopenhauer, 278. 
(14.) Christopher Janaway, Schopenhauer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 5. 


(15.) Wolfgang Wittkowski, “Goethe and Schopenhauer: A Phenomenology of the Final Vi- 
sion in Faust II,” Analecta Husserliana 37 (1991), 383-408, 385. 


(16.) Michael Dirrigl, Goethe und Schopenhauer. Mit zwei Exkursen: Giacomo Leopardi— 
August Graf von Platen-Hallermunde. Ein Vademecum fur Wahlverwandte (Regensburg: 
Universitatsverlag Regensburg, 2000), 11-12. 


(17.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 10. 
(18.) Ibid., 15-18. 

(19.) Ibid., 20-23. 

(20.) Ibid., 33. 


(21.) Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust. A Tragedy, translated by Walter Arndt, edited 
by Cyrus Hamlin (2nd edition). (New York: W. W. Norton, 2001), 20. This translation will 
be quoted henceforth in parentheses by line number. 


(22.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 80. By contrast: though Goethe was able to re- 
spond with mildness and composure to young Schopenhauer, Wagner had greeted 
Nietzsche’s attempt in 1876 to engage him for Brahms’s Triumphlied with “fuming rage.” 
See Curt Paul Janz, Friedrich Nietzsche Biographie. 3 vols. (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 
1978), vol. 1, 585. 


(23.) Safranski, Schopenhauer, 278. 


(24.) Ibid., 275-76, also Arthur G. Zajonc, “Facts as Theory: Aspects of Goethe’s Philoso- 
phy of Science,” in Goethe and the Sciences: A Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, 
Francis J. Zucker, and Harvey Wheeler. (Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987), 
240; 219-45. 


Page 19 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

(25.) Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Naturwissenschaftliche Schriften in Goethes Werke. 
Hamburger Ausgabe in 14 Banden, edited by Dorothea Kuhn, Vol. XIII (Hamburg: Christ- 
ian Wegner Verlag, 1955), 323. 


(26.) Gernot Bohme, “Is Goethe’s Theory of Color Science?,” in Goethe and the Sciences: 
A Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, Francis J. Zucker, and Harvey Wheeler 
(Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987), 151. 


(27.) Lauxtermann, “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory,” 61. 


(28.) Douglas E. Miller, “Goethe’s Color Studies in a New Perspective” in Goethe and the 
Sciences: A Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, Francis J. Zucker, and Harvey 
Wheeler (Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987), 102; 101-12. 


(29.) Lauxtermann, “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory,” 67. 

(30.) Gernot Bohme, “Is Goethe’s Theory of Color Science?” 148, 154, 170; 147-73. 
(31.) Frederick Amrine, Goethe and the Sciences, 432. 

(32.) T. J. Reed, Goethe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), 48. 

(33.) Frederick Burwick, The Damnation of Newton, 68. 


(34.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 33. But “vindicate” was really too strong a word: 
Goethe had not done anything to damage Schopenhauer at this point, so if he suffered 
any injured pride or reputation, then only in his own mind. This choice of words reveals 
how obsessed Schopenhauer had become with being right, with receiving his due. 


(35.) Barbara Neymeyr (“Das ‘Labyrinth des Lebens’ im Spiegel der Literatur. Zur exem- 
plarischen Funktion der Faust-Tragodie und anderer Werke Goethes in Schopenhauers 
Asthetik und Willensmetaphysik,” in Schopenhauer und Goethe, 299-335) briefly discuss- 
es this misreading or deliberate obfuscation of the Faust lines, stressing that “one must 
differentiate on principle between the credo of the author and the speeches of the charac- 
ters in his work” (317). 


(36.) Safranski, “Du bist mein lieber Sohn,” ZeitOnline (1993 10 September), http:// 
www.zeit.de/1993/37/du-bist-mein-lieber-sohn/komplettansicht. Accessed July 11, 2016. 


(37.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 21-22, 24. 
(38.) Ibid., 26. 


(39.) Goethe makes this quite clear in his final letter of January 28, 1816, when he writes: 
“And so I saw all too clearly then that it would be a futile effort for us to try to come to a 
mutual understanding” (Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 42). Safranski (Schopenhauer) 
offers that, in order for their relationship to remain in balance, Schopenhauer felt he had 
to have something in which he surpassed his father figure: “Arthur wants to earn his 
blessing by proving that he can give something to the ‘father.’ But Goethe does not sub- 


Page 20 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

mit to the demand for such fatherhood, how could he, given that he could only tolerate 
even his real son in the role of secretary” 285. 


(40.) Neymeyr, “Das ‘Labyrinth,’” 314. 
(41.) Ibid., 304. 


(42.) Ibid., 306-07; she also points to several inconsistencies in Schopenhauer’s lyric the- 
ory and his improper use of Goethe’s poems as examples thereof, 310-11. 


(43.) Ibid., 316. Wittkowski, “Goethe and Schopenhauer,” also lays emphasis on the futile 
striving of Faust, implying a direct borrowing from Schopenhauer and a close reading of 
WWR that most critics dispute. 


(44.) Matthew Bell, Goethe’s Naturalistic Anthropology: Man and Other Plants (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1994), 265. 


(45.) See Adrian Del Caro, “Margarete-Ariadne: Faust’s Labyrinth,” Goethe-Yearbook 18 
(2011), 223-43; and Neymeyr, “Das ‘Labyrinth,’ ” 319. 


(46.) Daniel Schubbe, “ ‘Gegengewicht im Zeitgeist’. Schopenhauer, Goethe und die Polar- 
itat des Denkens: Zur Einleitung des Bandes,” in Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographis- 
che und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth 
(Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016), 14. 


(47.) Ibid., 17. 


(48.) Thomas Regehly, “ ‘Licht aus dem Osten’. Wechsellekturen im Zeichen des West- 
ostlichen Divans und anderer Werke Goethes und Schopenhauers,” in Schopenhauer und 
Goethe. Biographische und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and 
Seren R. Fauth (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016), 82-83. 


(49.) Steffen W. Lange. “Lebendiges Wort? Schopenhauers und Goethes Anschauungen 
von Sprache im Vergleich” in Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische und philosophis- 
che Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Seren R. Fauth (Hamburg: Felix Meiner 
Verlag, 2016), 197. 


(50.) Alexander Roth, “Das Dynamische,” in Schopenhauer und Goethe. Biographische 
und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth (Ham- 
burg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016), 204, 209, 215. 


(51.) Lauxtermann, “Schopenhauer’s Color Theory,” 63. 
(52.) Wittkowski, “Goethe and Schopenhauer,” 393; Neymeyr, “Das ‘Labyrinth,’ ” 317. 


(53.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 83, 87-90, 95; Brigitte Scheer, “Goethes und 
Schopenhauers Ansichten vom Verhaltnis zwischen Wissenschaft und Kunst,” in Schopen- 
hauer und Goethe. Biographische und philosophische Perspektiven, edited by Daniel 
Schubbe and Sgren R. Fauth (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2016) 143; Theda Rehbock, 


Page 21 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Intellectual Relationship with Goethe: An Ambivalent Affin- 
ity 

“Hat Schopenhauer Goethes Farbenlehre verstanden?,” in Schopenhauer und Goethe, 
371. 


(54.) I tend to agree with Roth, “Das Dynamische,” that, despite Schopenhauer’s pes- 
simism, his capacity to direct human striving and to embrace the quality of personal expe- 
rience through art and meditation positions him in the counter-current to rationalist 
alienation and modern fragmentation of the self, 204, 212, 214. 


(55.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 60. 


(56.) Dennis L. Sepper, “Goethe Against Newton: Towards Saving the Phenomenon,” in 
Goethe and the Sciences: A Reappraisal, edited by Frederick Amrine, Francis J. Zucker, 
and Harvey Wheeler (Boston: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1987), 175. 


(57.) Reed, Goethe, 50, 52. 
(58.) Lutkehaus, Arthur Schopenhauer, 97, 103. 


(59.) Ken Gemes and Christopher Janaway, “Life-Denial versus Life-Affirmation: Schopen- 
hauer and Nietzsche on Pessimism and Asceticism,” in A Companion to Schopenhauer, 
289. 


(60.) Theda Rehbock, “Hat Schopenhauer Goethes Farbenlehre verstanden?”, 371. 


Adrian Del Caro 


Adrian Del Caro is Distinguished Professor of Humanities and Head of Modern For- 
eign Languages and Literatures at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville. In addi- 
tion to numerous articles and books since 1980 on Nietzsche, Holderlin, Hof- 
mannsthal, and Celan, he is the translator of Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), Beyond Good and Evil and On the Genealogy of Morality 
(Stanford University Press, 2014), and Schopenhauer’s Parerga and Paralipomena: 
Short Philosophical Essays, Vol. 2 (Cambridge University Press, 2015). His last mono- 
graph on Nietzsche was the ecocritical Grounding the Nietzsche Rhetoric of Earth 
(Walter de Gruyter, 2004); a monograph in progress is on Spirit and Earth Spirit in 
Goethe’s Faust. Along with Alan Schrift and Duncan Large, Del Caro is editor of the 
Stanford University Press critical edition The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche. 


Page 22 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Understanding of Schelling 


Schopenhauer’s Understanding of Schelling 4 


Judith Norman and Alistair Welchman 
The Oxford Handbook of Schopenhauer 
Edited by Robert L. Wicks 


Print Publication Date: Apr 2020 
Subject: Philosophy, History of Western Philosophy (Post-Classical) 
Online Publication Date: May 2020 DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190660055.013.4 


Abstract and Keywords 


Schopenhauer is famously abusive toward his philosophical contemporary and rival, 
Friedrich William Joseph von Schelling. This chapter examines the motivations for 
Schopenhauer’s immoderate attitude and the substance behind the insults. It looks care- 
fully at both the nature of the insults and substantive critical objections Schopenhauer 
had to Schelling’s philosophy, both to Schelling’s metaphysical description of the thing-in- 
itself and Schelling’s epistemic mechanism of intellectual intuition. It concludes that 
Schopenhauer’s substantive criticism is reasonable and that Schopenhauer does in fact 
avoid Schelling’s errors: still, the vehemence of the abuse is best perhaps explained by 
the proximity of their philosophies, not the distance. Indeed, both are developing meta- 
physics of will with full and conflicted awareness of the Kantian epistemic strictures 
against metaphysics. In view of this, Schopenhauer is particularly concerned to mark his 
own project as legitimate by highlighting the manner in which he avoids Schelling’s er- 
rors. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Schelling, Kant, intellectual intuition, metaphysics, will, insults 


Schopenhauer’s philosophical brilliance and famous stylistic virtuosity is matched by his 
equally famous and frequent displays of petty, personal name-calling and mud-slinging. 
No one vexed him more than the German Idealists: Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, and 
none were more frequent targets of his spiteful diatribes. Indeed, Brian Magee writes: “In 
intensity and amount, this highly personal abuse of named contemporaries or near-con- 
temporaries has no equal in the history of philosophy.” Schopenhauer calls them 
sophists, windbags, charlatans, frauds, dishonest peddlers of nonsense, delirium, and 
crazy twaddle; he accuses them of being careerists using philosophy as simply a means of 
advancing professional status, using obscurantist, mystifying language. Their words are 
“senseless,” he writes (SW5, 508 [PP2, 508]). They are injurious to students, whom they 
lead astray by “vandalizing the legacy of Kant”;? they are guilty of perversity, “driveling,” 
and plagiarism. In Volume 1 of Parerga and Paralipomena, Schopenhauer refuses to in- 
clude any of the three in his lengthy essay on the history of philosophy—and goes out of 
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his way, in an appendix, to ensure that the reader has noticed the omission (SW5, 22f 
[PP2, 23f]). 


Of his three Idealist adversaries, Schopenhauer was most ambivalent about Schelling. He 
often dismissed Fichte in a fairly perfunctory way, while Hegel was the object of a pure 
and self-assured hatred, lacking any nuance. Schopenhauer’s relationship to Schelling, by 
contrast, was more complicated: in The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Rea- 
son, for instance, Hegel is “thoroughly contemptible”? while Schelling is merely an “impu- 
dent, cocky gasbag” (SW1, 11-12 [FR, 16]). 


In his published works, Schopenhauer intersperses cautious and occasional praise for 
Schelling in his typical invective, calling him, in PP1, “definitely the most talented among 
(p.50) the three [Idealists]” (SW5, 26 [PP1, 25]), and even declaring, in Volume 2 of Par- 

erga and Paralipomena, “... where Schelling stands on Kant’s shoulders he says much 
that is good and worth remembering” (SW6, 118 [PP2, 102]). In the same discussion, he 
concedes some of Schelling’s scientific insights to be valuable. 


In this chapter, we look at some features of this ambivalent relationship: the nature of 
Schopenhauer’s engagement with Schelling and some possible motivations for its occa- 
sional virulence. We argue that the ambiguous attitude Schopenhauer entertains toward 
Schelling can be explained by Schopenhauer’s awkward consciousness of how much his 
project genuinely resembled that of Schelling. At the same time, if we take seriously the 
virulence of his self-distancing from Schelling (and the pejorative terms in which he often 
describes his evil twin), we can illuminate some of the distinctiveness of Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics. 


3.1 Anxiety of Influence 


Recent scholarship has called some much-deserved attention to the contemporaneity of 
Schopenhauer and Schelling.* To their contemporaries, Schelling was an obvious point of 
reference for Schopenhauer. Indeed, almost all of the first reviews of The World as Will 
and Representation note the similarities between the systems, a comparison that infuriat- 
ed Schopenhauer. The first two published reviews of WWR1 indicated widespread points 
of sympathy between Schopenhauer’s thought and that of Schelling.® The second review 
expressed particular surprise at Schopenhauer’s hostility to Schelling, as its (anonymous) 
author claimed that Schopenhauer’s main ideas were simply a rehashing of themes in 
Schelling. A further review, by the prominent philosopher, Johann Friedrich Herbart, not- 
ed Schopenhauer’s proximity to Schelling in one respect; namely, that Schopenhauer is 
susceptible to the same criticism he made of Schelling, that of falling into transcendent 
metaphysical speculation rather than remaining within the bounds of knowledge estab- 
lished by Kant.® Yet another reviewer was struck simply by how “unbefitting a scholar” 
Schopenhauer’s insulting language concerning Schelling really was.’ 
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Schopenhauer was particularly irritated by the suggestion that his central philosophical 
insight was anticipated by Schelling, who in his middle-period works (roughly 1809-1813) 
developed a metaphysics of will as supersensuous ground of reality and wrote in his 1809 
essay, Philosophical Investigations into The Essence of Human Freedom, that “Willing is 
primal being.”® We know from Schopenhauer’s notes that he had read this text particular- 
ly carefully in the years prior to the publication of Volume 1 of The World as World in Rep- 
resentation in 1818. In PP1, he has three points of rebuttal to the claim that Schelling an- 
ticipated his philosophy with this insight into the primacy of will, each of which is worth 
consideration. 


Schopenhauer’s first strategy is to deny that there is any direct lineage from Schelling’s 
thought to his own—but that both were influenced jointly by Kant—and so any apparent 
similarities can be accounted for in this way. 


(p. 51) 


The root of my philosophy already lies in the Kantian philosophy, especially in the 
doctrine of empirical and intelligible character ... [and] as soon as Kant throws 
more light on the thing in itself, it looks out through its veil as will ... [and conse- 
quently] my philosophy is only the thinking-through-to-the-end of his. Thus we 
should not be surprised when traces of the same fundamental thought can be 
found in the philosophemes of Fichte and Schelling, which also start out from 
Kant, although there they occur without consistency, connection, and completion, 
and are thus to be seen as a mere foreshadowing of my doctrine. (SW5, 142 
[PP1, 122]) 


He then develops a surprisingly long and colorful list of images to illustrate this notion of 
foreshadowing and motivate his claim that, although Schelling’s ideas anticipated those 
of Schopenhauer, Schopenhauer has a prior right to them. 


In general it needs to be said about this point that of every great thought, before it 
has been discovered, an anticipation makes itself known, a presentiment, a faint 
image, as in a fog, and a futile attempt to grasp it. ... However only that person is 
the author of a truth who has recognized it from its ground. ... However, that at 
one time or another ... it has been uttered half-consciously and almost as if speak- 
ing in one’s sleep ... means not much more than if it were written in just so many 
letters, even if it is written in just so many words—in the same way that the finder 
of a thing is only that person who, in recognizing its value, picked it up and kept 
it, but not the one who accidentally took it in his hand and dropped it again; or, in 
the way that Columbus is the discoverer of America, but not the first shipwrecked 
person washed up there by the waves. (SW5, 142-3 [PP1, 122]) 


Finally, Schopenhauer enumerates a series of older writers who privileged will over intel- 
lect as evidence that the idea was not original to Schelling either—that Schelling was not 
even the first shipwrecked sailor upon this particular shore (SW5, 143 [PP1, 122]). (In his 
marginal notes to the Freedom essay, Schopenhauer accuses Schelling of being derivative 
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but of another source: the whole essay is “almost only a recasting of Jacob Boehme’s Mys- 
terium magnum, in which practically every sentence and every expression can be 
identified” [MR2, 354)). 


Schopenhauer’s argument is curious here, and it shares something of the logic of Freud’s 
famous joke about the cracked kettle: “I am original and neither was Schelling.” For one 
thing, the Columbus metaphor is unconvincing—a polished work of philosophy is a poor 
candidate for the sort of semi-conscious stammering of an idea that would be a candidate 
point of comparison to the shipwrecked person. But more importantly, the two-way rela- 
tionship between the shipwrecked party and Columbus doesn’t extend very easily to the 
three-way relations among Kant, Schopenhauer, and Schelling. Schopenhauer appears to 
be arguing that he is original with respect to Schelling at being unoriginal with respect to 
Kant. Kant, in the terms of this odd metaphor, would have to be the country, not the voy- 
ager; the source of truth, not the seeker after it. 


The conclusion Schopenhauer wants his readers to draw is clear even if his arguments 
are not: Schelling is not the true proprietor of the good ideas that occasionally appear in 
(p. 52) his writings. That honor goes, variously, to Kant, Schopenhauer himself, and Jakob 
Boehme. But this conclusion is of a piece with the distinctive set of insults that Schopen- 
hauer persistently uses in describing Schelling’s philosophical project. Looking carefully, 
we can see that Schopenhauer’s insults are not simply poisoned darts but in fact cohere 
on a specific critical judgment: Schelling himself has nothing to say. His thoughts (when 
they truly are his own, as opposed to his many incompetent borrowings) are empty, mean- 
ingless, full of air, a faint or perverse echo of a truth, lacking sense and substance. 


But poisonous as these darts certainly are, we might speculate that their affective intensi- 
ty is the result of another form of the anxiety of influence. Not only does Schopenhauer 
worry that his philosophy is not as original as he clearly wants it to be—he often takes 
pride in telling historical stories that insert him into the canon of philosophical greats 
while omitting his contemporaries—but he may also be worried that he is doing just what 
he is criticizing Schelling for doing, a classic case of Freudian projection. Specifically, he 
may be worried that his attacks on Schelling’s use of intellectual intuition as a means of 
doing metaphysics might also apply to his own metaphysics: both, after all, appear to 
seek to go beyond experience to the thing in itself. To see this, we need to get beyond the 
insults and look more closely at the substantive content of Schopenhauer’s complaints 
against Schelling: first, his critique of Schelling’s metaphysics and second, his critique of 
Schelling’s epistemology. 


3.2 The Substance of the Critique: Metaphysics 


Schopenhauer had a number of substantial criticisms of Schelling’s philosophy, but most 
of them are centered on the notion that Schelling transgressed the epistemological 
boundaries established by Kant and illicitly applied representational forms to areas be- 
yond the jurisdiction of the principle of sufficient reason, and specifically to the thing in 
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itself. In his marginal notes to Schelling’s philosophy, Schopenhauer records this re- 
sponse to a reading of Schelling’s 1800 System of Transcendental Idealism: 


It is one of the craziest excesses of the human mind that, after Kant’s appearance, 
it has been possible for it to presume to demonstrate according to laws of spatiali- 
ty and to others valid for experience that which is said to be the supersensuous 

ground of all consciousness, for which experience is first possible. (MR2, 384-85) 


In similar vein, Schopenhauer writes this about the (1809) Freedom essay: 


Everything comes down to the fact that, underlying man’s phenomenal appear- 
ance in time, there is something outside all time as well as outside all the condi- 
tions of the .53) phenomenon. If we try to adapt these conditions to the other- 
wise correct concept of that something, then we get monstra. (MR2, 353) 


The most mendacious aspect of that claim, in Schopenhauer’s opinion, was the idea of a 
discrete intellectual faculty that bypassed the understanding, the faculty of intellectual in- 
tuition. Schopenhauer regards intellectual intuition as a sort of cheap circus trick, secret 
evidence on behalf of the cause, an unverifiable, unteachable special sense. “Here is the 
breastwork behind which Fichte and Schelling hide from all arguments; they assert that 
they see something apart which no one sees except them and their mob” (MR2, 381). We 
will address the problem of intellectual intuition at greater length momentarily, but 
Schopenhauer’s great proof against it was that he detected in the reported results of such 
an intuitive grasp of metaphysical truths a mere reproduction of the structures of phe- 
nomenal knowledge, or even, as we shall see, something worse: “That their observations 
[taken from intellectual intuition] of the transcendental ego’s way of acting are false is 
seen from their describing that way of acting as occurring according to the laws of the 
empirical ego” (MR2, 381). 


Accordingly, Schelling’s supposed descriptions of metaphysical reality are simply a 
warmed-over duplication of empirical reality. In contrast to his own method (to which we 
will soon turn), Schopenhauer accuses Schelling of “secretly abstracting metaphysics 
ahead of time from the empirical sciences and then ... finding a priori what it had learned 
a posteriori.” (SW4, 2 [WN, 323]).9 Schopenhauer applies a form of this same criticism to 
Schelling’s ethical reasoning which, Schopenhauer argues, betrays a misunderstanding of 
the relation between the transcendent and the empirical registers. While acknowledging 
the independence of the human essence from temporality, Schelling nevertheless attribut- 
es change to it: he “speaks of punishment that is a consequence of the soul’s deed, of its 
future state and so on. In short, he presents the entire world as an event in accordance 
with finite laws, an event that flows out of an action of God and has a final 

purpose” (MR2, 376). 


Schopenhauer’s criticism of Schelling’s earlier Identity philosophy hangs on the specific 
accusation that Schelling has imported the subject-object distinction, which is a feature 
(the defining feature) of representational consciousness, into the transcendent realm of 
the thing in itself. Schelling’s philosophical project involved deriving first the subjective 
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world of consciousness and second the objective world of nature from a prior and ground- 
ing identity or Absolute. “The basis of our consciousness, its falling apart into subjective 
and objective, is ‘explained’ by that philosophy trying to refer it to laws according to 
which it must be so and not otherwise. But where do these come from? From the 
understanding!” (MR2, 378). Schelling offends both when he imports concepts of the un- 
derstanding wholesale into the transcendent realm—such as the concepts of causation 
and, more generally, temporality and change, which are needed to grasp the derivation of 
the object from the subject and vice versa—and when he modifies concepts of under- 
standing to indicate the distinctiveness of the metaphysical—such as when he entertains 
the thought of an absolute subject, an object-less subject, which Schopenhauer considers 
nonsense. The Identity philosophy does not provide Schelling the philosophical .54) re- 
sources to develop and articulate an appropriate conception of the supersensible. Again, 
Schelling tries to resolve the problem with the magical solution of intellectual intuition 
(or rational intuition, as Schopenhauer sometimes calls it), to which Schopenhauer 
replies: 


Very little is clear to me about this method, but enough to know that it proceeds 
according to the principle of sufficient reason in its various forms [i.e., it doesn’t 
successfully transcend experience]. Since rational intuition has passed me by com- 
pletely, I forgo the deep wisdom that such construction contains. ... Indeed, this is 
true to such an extent that—strange to say—whenever someone is teaching this 
deep wisdom, it is as if I can hear only the dronings of atrocious and extremely te- 
dious windbags. (SW2, 31 [WWR1, 48]) 


Schopenhauer hints, moreover, that intellectual intuition is not just a projection of the 
empirical on the transcendental but also projects a specifically religious metaphysics, 
thus connecting his critique with Kant’s. For instance, he describes Schelling’s “Absolute” 
unity of subject and object as “reverend [ehrwurdig]” (2:30) and refers to the public 
record of Schelling’s philosophy (as opposed to the private deliverances of his “intellectu- 
al intuition”) as something accessible, by contrast, to “the laity [uns Profanen]” (2:31). We 
will return to this important point later. 


In his middle-period system, with the Freedom essay, Schelling had abandoned the con- 
ception of an Absolute as subject-object identity for a metaphysical conception of primal 
will, which plays the role of God’s material “ground.” Schopenhauer has limited praise for 
this move: “Schelling himself later realized that metaphysical problems cannot be dis- 
missed through peremptory assertions [and] he provided a real metaphysical attempt in 
his treatise on freedom.” But Schopenhauer does not by any means think Schelling has 
overcome his methodological difficulties, describing the essay as “a mere fantasy, a tall 
tale” (SW5, 29 [PP1, 28]). In BM, Schopenhauer reports that the Freedom essay contains 


...an extensive report on a god with whom the esteemed author betrays an inti- 
mate acquaintance, since he even describes his coming into existence; it is only to 
be regretted that he does not mention in a single word how he came to this ac- 
quaintance. (SW4, 84 [FW, 99]) 
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Although Schopenhauer’s critical concerns are not without merit, they do not seem to 
warrant the level of invective he displays. The complaint that Schelling illicitly applied 
transcendental categories to transcendent experience can be equally urged against Kant, 
as Schopenhauer himself noted: he roundly condemns Kant for asserting that the thing in 
itself “affects” the subject with sensations, which are the raw material of cognition. This 
inference is based on the law of causality, whose proper sphere of operation is within 
experience, not between experience and the thing in itself (SW2, 516-17 [WWRI1, 463]). 
And Kant was certainly also liable to the charge of smuggling theological .55) pieties in- 
to metaphysics. So, this error on its own cannot explain the virulence of Schopenhauer’s 
critique. 


But, more significantly, it is not at all clear that Schopenhauer has resources any different 
from intellectual intuition for discovering and articulating what lies outside experience. In 
his notes, after rejecting Schelling’s intellectual intuition Schopenhauer wrote, in the con- 
text of Kant’s thing = x (i.e., thing in itself), 


Instead of this [x], the genuine, that is to say the critical, philosopher should do 
theoretically what the virtuous man does practically. Thus the latter does not make 
the desire attaching to him through his sensuous nature into an absolute desire, 
but follows the better will in him without associating it with that desire, as for ex- 
ample with a reward, and thus to want only relatively and not absolutely what is 
good. In just the same way, the genuine critical philosopher separates his better 
knowledge from the conditions of empirical knowledge and does not carry these 
over into the former knowledge (as does the sensuous man his sensuous pleasures 
into paradise because he himself does not like to enter this without them). He 
does not use these as a bridge to unite the two worlds (like the sensuous believer 
who uses reward as a bridge to virtue). On the contrary, he coldly and imper- 
turbably leaves behind the conditions of his empirical knowledge, content to have 
clearly separated the better knowledge from that other, and to have recognized 
the twofold nature of his being. (HN2, 328 [MR2, 376-77]) 


Schopenhauer clearly articulates a will to depart from the empirical into the metaphysi- 
cal, but the mechanism for doing so—the “better knowledge” [beBre ErkenntniB]—re- 
mains undefined. Schopenhauer largely abandoned the term “better knowledge” in his 
published writings, using other vocabulary to explore the question of epistemic access. 
But it remains as yet an open question how this is distinct from an intellectual intuition. 
We think that Schopenhauer need not be anxious on this account: he does in fact have a 
distinct method, and one that is not subject to the criticisms he makes of Schelling’s use 
of intellectual intuition. It is to this notion of intellectual intuition that we now turn. 
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3.3 The Substance of the Critique: Intellectual 
Intuition 


Schopenhauer has a ready vocabulary of abuse against Schelling for his metaphysical 
speculations and his favored instrument of intellectual intuition. We have looked at 
Schopenhauer’s justified philosophical concerns with Schelling’s metaphysics, but we 
have not yet seen him provide a philosophically motivated critique of intellectual intu- 
ition. But if we are to see how his own method of epistemic access to the metaphysical 
truths avoids the problems of intellectual intuition, we need to do so now. 


(v.56) Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant in BM is helpful in this regard. This critique is dif- 
ferent from that offered in the long Appendix to WWR1. There, he focuses on theoretical 
issues, including the one discussed briefly earlier criticizing Kant’s illicit projection of the 
concept of cause onto the thing in itself (SW2, 515-17 [WWR1, 462-64]). Here, by con- 
trast, Schopenhauer is interested in practical issues, and he introduces his discussion 
with brief genealogy of the concept of intellectual intuition. 


Schopenhauer explains that the idealist tradition derives the value it gives to intellectual 
intuition from Kant’s categorical imperative, and specifically from the notorious “fact of 
reason [Faktum der Vernunft].”!° In the extensive critique of Kant’s ethics Schopenhauer 
offers in §6 of BM, he starts by making it clear that Kant should not be read (as the “fact 
of reason” obviously suggests) as arguing that morality has some empirical basis. In the 
first place, Schopenhauer focuses the rays of his attack precisely on the implausibility of 
a completely a priori account of morality, which would have to be based on “pure con- 
cepts a priori, i.e., concepts that as yet have no content,” in other words, “mere shells 
without a core” (SW4, 130 [BM, 134]). (It is noteworthy that Schopenhauer repeats exact- 
ly this reproach of emptiness against Schelling.) At first, Schopenhauer’s critique of Kant 
seems to be just as rhetorical as his blasts against Schelling: he goes on to wonder how 
“a couple of totally abstract, utterly substanceless concepts ... [could] have the power to 
bring bit and bridle to bear upon the stress [Drang] of desires, the storm of passion, the 
gigantic structure of egoism.” “Now that is something we would like to see” (SW4, 130 
[BM, 134]) he adds, sarcastically. 


But a corollary of Kant’s view gestures at a more significant difference: if the ground of 
morality really must be a priori, then it must be a principle of reason. And if reason itself 
is pure (i.e., unmixed with any empirical components), then it cannot be confined to mere- 
ly human reason but extended to all rational beings, or even to a being that is nothing but 
reason: “This pure reason, then, is not taken as a cognitive power of human beings, which 
is all that it really is, but hypostasized as something subsisting in itself” (SW4, 131 [BM, 
134]). Here Schopenhauer offers a proto-Nietzschean diagnostic!!: Kant is tacitly appeal- 
ing to theology (“dear little angels”) and supposing that the “inner, eternal essence of the 
human being consists in reason” (SW4, 132 [BM, 135]). This is, of course, the precise op- 
posite of Schopenhauer’s view: that the in-itself of human being is will and that reason is 
decisively subordinate to the will (e.g., SW3, 233-36 [WWR2, 219-22]). Here, though, two 
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things are important: (1) the implications of Schopenhauer’s view not for the will, but for 
his conception of reason; and (2) the consequences of Kant’s (or rather Kant’s followers’) 
mistaken “hypostasis” of reason. 


Kant’s followers forget Kant’s own stringent claims that morality must be a priori and not 
empirical. Thus, the “categorical imperative increasingly appears as a hyperphysical 
fact” (SW4, 146 [BM, 148]), and thus the “fact of reason” is the genealogical forebear of 
the notion of intellectual intuition, as Schopenhauer conceives it. As Schopenhauer paints 
it: from Kant’s modest (although mistaken) “fact of reason” there “sprang... doctrines of 
a reason that at first just faintly ‘detected’, then clearly ‘perceived’, and finally had full- 
bodied ‘intellectual intuition of’ the ‘supersensible’ ”"(SW4, 147 [BM, 148]). 


(p.57) This genealogy sheds considerable light on Schopenhauer’s conception of intellec- 
tual intuition; it brings out the fact that Schopenhauer is concerned with the manner in 
which it is primarily intellectual, which is to say bound up with reason. Intellectual intu- 
ition is not just any ability to make contact with the thing in itself; it is specifically a ratio- 
nal faculty with the ability to grant cognition of the supersensible. The “fact” of Kant’s 
“fact of reason” can make it look as if it has an empirical element. But this is a mistake, 
Schopenhauer argues, as can be seen by looking more carefully (the idealists did not do 
this) at Kant’s own tough-minded rejection of an empirical or a posteriori element in 
morality: that is why the “fact” is in quotation marks, and Kant himself qualifies it as 
“strange.”!? The “factuality” of intellectual (rational) intuition is an illusion: all there is to 
it is a priori conceptual reasoning; but the concepts involved do not actually have any fac- 
tual content; they are, as Schopenhauer repeatedly emphasizes, “empty.” 


There is another, more subtle, aspect to Schopenhauer’s understanding of intellectual in- 
tuition. It is not just that intellectual intuition is a conception of reason that lays claim to 
hyperphysical cognitive access; it is also that Schopenhauer, in his model of intellectual 
intuition (and perhaps tacitly), treats the content of what it accesses as also essentially ra- 
tional; there we find specifically the moral law (i.e., the law of practical reason), but gen- 
erally (as the doctrine of intellectual or rational intuition expands) we find noumena (i.e., 
objects of thought, intelligible objects).!? Moreover, if the noumenal aspect of something 
is its in-itself, then we, as phenomena with a noumenal aspect, are also in ourselves ratio- 
nal. This is one of the reasons why Schopenhauer only uses the term “thing in itself” and 
never noumenon; what we are in our cores is not reason, but will.!4 


Schopenhauer understands intellectual intuition as involving the pretense that our intel- 
lectual or rational faculties have unmediated access to things in themselves. Modesty 
about reason is very important to Schopenhauer.!° There are several reasons why this is 
the case. Most importantly, reason is ultimately the “servant” of the will (SW3, 238 
[WWR2,220). Secondarily, but still importantly, despite the importance he attaches to 
Kant, Schopenhauer is strongly influenced by the empiricist tradition, and especially the 
significance of perceptual knowledge, for which he adopts the Kantian term Anschauung, 
which is customarily translated into English as “intuition.” Intuitions are, to a first ap- 
proximation, spatio-temporal particulars, and, although the English term “intuition” is in 
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some ways misleading, Schopenhauer does think that we grasp such particulars directly 
and that they have a vivid impact on us. But intuitions clearly go beyond mere perceptual 
particularity. First, Schopenhauer argues that causal relations are part of intuitive per- 
ception; by contrast, Kant thinks that causation is a conceptual determination. This leads 
Schopenhauer to claim that intuitive perception is as important as reasoning in science, 
in some ways more important: intuitive cognition “of cause and effect is indeed intrinsi- 
cally deeper, more complete, and more exhaustive than an abstract thought of cause and 
effect” (SW2, 63 [WWR1, 78]). Second, it is intuitive perception and not reason that is the 
touchstone of Schopenhauer’s thought: the two commanding heights of his philosophy, 
the theory of aesthetic experience and of morality, are both resolutely counter-conceptual 
in orientation. As Schopenhauer aphoristically .58) expresses it: “Virtue is as little 
taught as genius: indeed, concepts are just as barren for it [virtue] as they are for 

art” (SW2, 319-20 [WWR1, 298]). 


But the third and most salient motivation for Schopenhauer’s modesty about reason is 
that concepts get their content from intuitive perceptions. Schopenhauer defines a con- 
cept as a “representation of a representation” (Vorstellung einer Vorstellung [SW2, 49; 
WWRI, 64]; Vorstellungen aus Vorstellungen [SW1, 98; FR, 94]). This definition is up- 
wardly recursive (i.e., a concept can be used to represent a group of existing concepts) 
and so concepts are naturally arranged in a hierarchy; but it rests finally upon intuitive 
perceptions so that first-level concepts are representations of intuitive perceptions (SW2, 
48-49 [WWR1, 63-64]). Thus, ultimately, concepts get their content or meaning from intu- 
itive perceptions. In a familiar Kantian slogan, concepts without intuitions are empty; al- 
though, by contrast, Schopenhauer does not think that intuitions without concepts are 
blind, as does Kant. Indeed, one of his main critiques of Kant is that Kant fails to admit 
the possibility of intuitive knowledge. 


Schopenhauer is particularly emphatic about his modest conception of reason because he 
thinks that the term “reason” also underwent a kind of genealogical shift in the work of 
Kant and the Idealists, and he is returning it to its original philosophical meaning. Prior to 
Kant, he argues in FR, the term meant more or less what he means by it; that is, abstract, 
conceptual knowledge and inference (SW1, 110 [FR,105]). But Kant uses the term “un- 
derstanding [Verstand]” to mean “conceptual cognition,” thus freeing up the term “rea- 
son” to designate something else. What is this something else? Well, at least in the hands 
of the post-Kantian idealists!®: 


They needed the place and name of reason for an invented, fabricated, or ... com- 
pletely fictitious faculty that was supposed to rescue them from the perils in which 
Kant had put them, a faculty for immediate, metaphysical knowledge, i.e., one go- 
ing beyond all possibility of experience, one grasping the world of things in them- 
selves and its relations, hence a faculty that is above all a “consciousness of God”, 
i.e., one that knows the Lord God immediately ... a “faculty of the supersensible” 
... designed immediately for metaphysics ... an immediate rational intuition of the 
absolute. (SW1, 111-12 [BM, 106-07]) 
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Why don’t we have a faculty of intellectual intuition, according to Schopenhauer? Be- 
cause “concepts ... must obtain their material and content from intuitive cognition” (SW1, 
115 [BM, 109]). Intellectual intuition is therefore supposed to be a modification of reason 
that gives reason direct cognitive contact with things in themselves. But there is no such 
faculty because concepts have meaning only in relation to ultimately intuitive cognitive 
content. Without this, they are empty or meaningless. 


Intellectual intuition therefore involves the reification of speculative pre-critical meta- 
physics; that is, the assumption of the existence of a special faculty for conceptual argu- 
mentation that transcends the possibility of experience. But because of Schopenhauer’s 
rearrangement of transcendental idealism, he has no need for any a priori concepts, and 
hence subscribes to the empiricist doctrine of concept-empiricism (i.e., the claim that all 
concepts must trace back to intuitions).!” 


«5 3.4 Meaningless Concepts 


It is worth dwelling for a minute on the notion of empty and meaningless concepts. Strict- 
ly speaking, for Schopenhauer, there are no empty concepts. This follows from his defini- 
tion of a concept as a representation of a representation: if there is no intuition for a (con- 
ceptual) representation to be a representation of, then there can be no conceptual repre- 
sentation.!® Most philosophers prior to the linguistic turn did not consider language as 
methodologically significant or an object of interesting independent investigation: for 
Kant words more or less represent or are tokens for concepts, and analysis can be taken 
up at the level of concepts without loss. Schopenhauer, however, appears to use language 
in a philosophically significant way, to address the problem of abstraction in the empiri- 
cist tradition. The obvious way in which concepts can arise from intuitions is that a repre- 
sentative or canonical intuition is used to represent a type (i.e., as a concept). A represen- 
tative intuition of a dog might stand for the concept DOG, for instance. But it is not obvi- 
ous how we can distinguish between the intuition that is serving a conceptual role and a 
regular intuition without presupposing that we can already distinguish concepts from in- 
tuitions, in which case concepts must have their origin elsewhere than in intuitions. 
Schopenhauer’s modern-sounding solution is that we use language. 


[R]epresentations that are sublimated, and thereby decomposed into abstract con- 
cepts, have forfeited all their intuitive quality, they would completely escape con- 
sciousness and would thus have no value for the intended operations of thought if 
they were not fixed and held fast in our senses by arbitrary signs: these signs are 
words. Therefore insofar as they make up the contents of the lexicon, that is, of 
language, words always refer to general representations, concepts, never to intu- 
itive things. (SW1, 99 [BM, 94-95])!9 


It does not seem to be too strong a reading of the passage to suggest that words are nec- 
essary for conceptuality: without words, we would have no epistemic access to concepts. 
While therefore (strictly) Schopenhauer thinks that there cannot be empty concepts, it 
does seem to be consistent with his view that there can be meaningless words, words pre- 
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cisely for (nonexistent) concepts that purport to go beyond experience (i.e., beyond any 
intuitive content). 


Schopenhauer’s polemics against Schelling’s notion of intellectual intuition are therefore 
quite motivated from a philosophical point of view: Schelling’s use of intellectual intuition 
involves concepts that lack (even possible) intuitive content. Such concepts are literally 
meaningless, “empty verbiage” (SW3, 68 [WWR2, 70]) or “empty shells” (SW3, 92 
[WWR2, 91]; SW2, XX [WWR1, 14). It is this accusation that drives the content (if not the 
affect) of Schopenhauer’s frequent accusation that Schelling is a “windbag” (SW2, 31 
[WW1, 48]), for, if his words are empty, then they are equally just wind as they are “mean- 
ingless” marks (e.g., SW2, 40 [WWR1, 56], about Fichte). The critique of intellectual intu- 
ition also grounds Schopenhauer’s account of boring books (SW3, 77-79 [WWR2, 77-80]), 
an accusation he often throws at the idealists (e.g., Fichte at SW2, 40 .60) [WWRI1, 56], 
and a priori philosophizing at SW5, 139 [PP1, 119]). This sounds like a simple insult, but 
in fact has a special technical application. Boring books are those that are based only on 
concepts rather than intuitions. And books based on concepts can do nothing other than 
elaborate the implicit content of those concepts explicitly, so they do not “introduce any 
really new cognition” (SW3, 78 [WWR2, 78], see also SW1, 103-04 [FR, 98-99]). Only in- 
tuition can do that. 


Moreover, it is precisely this lack of anchoring content in Schelling’s conceptuality that 
allows it to function as an effective screen on which to project his own fantasy content. 
But Schopenhauer does not think Schelling is projecting a personal content; rather, 
Schelling becomes a conduit for the projection of generalized cultural content (i.e., Chris- 
tian dogma). 


This, then, is the reason that Schopenhauer rejects intellectual intuition and abuses those 
who claim it for an epistemological tool. But we need to be cautious about the conclu- 
sions we can draw from this critique for Schopenhauer’s own positive philosophy. For in- 
stance, we believe that Julian Young draws too sweeping a conclusion from the vehe- 
mence of Schopenhauer’s critique in arguing that, in rejecting the idealists’ faculty for 
metaphysical insight into the supersensible, Schopenhauer also rejected the project of 
metaphysics. Young argues that Schopenhauer’s critique of the notion of intellectual intu- 
ition shows that the “traditional” reading of Schopenhauer must be incorrect. This tradi- 
tional reading sees him “as basing his own metaphysics on direct encounters with the 
thing in itself; on what is in fact if not in name, intellectual intuition”?°; but endorsing in- 
tellectual intuition would be a “betrayal of Kant” and his intellectual heritage.”! Young is 
certainly right that Schopenhauer connects his attacks on his German Idealist “band of 
brothers” with his intellectual fealty to Kant. Indeed, the affective structures of 
Schopenhauer’s reception of the idealists comprise in some ways the prototype of modern 
analytic philosophy’s reception of the idealists. But Young interprets this as evidence in 
support of the view that Schopenhauer in fact does want to respect Kant’s epistemic con- 
straints and therefore that his claims that the thing in itself is will should be understood 
as falling short of a transcendent metaphysics. 
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This interpretation, or set of interpretations, is common in the literature.2? And Schopen- 

hauer can reasonably be construed as conflicted on the matter. On the one hand, he clear- 
ly states that “the will is thing in itself’ (SW2, 131 [WWRI1, 135]). On the other, especially 
in WWR2, he appears equally clearly to deny this, arguing that the thing in itself only “ap- 
pears, which is to say is cognized, as will” (SW3, 221 [WWR2, 209]).2° 


But, whichever is the case, Schopenhauer’s critique of intellectual intuition is not a rea- 
son for thinking that Schopenhauer himself is not trying to develop a transcendent meta- 
physics in which the Kantian thing in itself is identified as will. The problem with intellec- 
tual intuition, as we have shown, is not that it promises the impossible—access to the 
transcendent—but rather that, as a specific cognitive strategy, it is misplaced. And this 
leaves the door open to the possibility that there are other, legitimate, cognitive strate- 
gies that can yield metaphysical knowledge, for there may be a species of nonintellectual 
intuition that constitutes or provides the bridge to the thing in itself. Schopenhauer may 
be denying the intellectual not the intuition. This view is indeed prima facie plausible 

(v.61) because of Schopenhauer’s critique of the role of the intellect in general, especial- 
ly in comparison with his contemporaries. 


To be sure, Schopenhauer never claimed we have an intuition of the thing in itself. When 
he introduces the “deduction” of the will as thing in itself in WWR1, he contrasts our ex- 
ternal cognition of our bodies with the special “inner” cognition or awareness we have of 
our bodies as will. But he consistently uses the term “intuition” to refer to our external, 
representational cognition, for example: 


The will makes itself known as the essence in itself of our own body, as that which 
it is besides being an object of intuition. (SW2, 126 [WW1, 130]; emphasis added) 


And in WWR2 he clearly states that “cognition of the will in self-consciousness is ... not an 
intuition of the will” (SW3, 280 [WW2, 260]). In some ways, it is clear why Schopenhauer 
does this. He probably has in mind Kant’s seamless view of experience, where inner expe- 
rience (although structured only temporally) is not qualitatively distinct from outer expe- 
rience (despite the fact that the latter is structured spatiotemporally): they both yield on- 
ly knowledge of things—including ourselves—as appearances, not how they are in them- 
selves. Such a seamless view of experience is probably the tacit presupposition governing 
the inference of those, like Young, who assume that Schopenhauer’s rejection of intellec- 
tual intuition must entail a rejection of any transcendent metaphysics. 


It is clear that Schopenhauer wants to break with Kant on this issue: he summarizes 
Kant’s view (SW3, 219 [WWR2, 207]) and then immediately qualifies it by saying “I ac- 
cept this for everything except the cognition everyone has of his own willing: this is nei- 
ther an intuition (because all intuition is spatial), nor is it empty.” He clearly thinks we 
have some form of access to ourselves (or rather our bodies) as will in inner awareness. 
He sometimes terms this “cognition [Erkenntnis]” (e.g., SW2, 121 [WW1, 126]). He is 
pretty clear that, whatever it is, it is “direct” and not mediated. But the term “cognition” 
is obviously going to raise similar Kantian issues, and so he often equivocates, terming it 
a form of “consciousness [Bewufstsein]” (SW2, 123 [WWR1, 128]) or, in perhaps the best 


Page 13 of 20 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Understanding of Schelling 


term he developed, a “wholly immediate awareness [Innewerden]” (SW3, 280 [WWR2, 
260]). But he does not hesitate about at least one thing: the philosophical task involves 
“raising immediate consciousness, concrete cognition, to rational knowledge or transfer- 
ring it to abstract cognition” (SW2, 122 [WWRI1, 127]) In other words, whatever the sui 
generis inner awareness of ourselves (bodies) as willis, it is functionally equivalent to an 
intuition in that it plays the same content-determining role as intuitions do in relation to 
concepts. 


Schopenhauer’s critique of intellectual intuition in Schelling is therefore not (on its own) 
evidence that Schopenhauer must be interpreted as giving up access to the thing in itself 
and as offering only a “hermeneutic” interpretation of experience as a whole. Schopen- 
hauer, correctly understood, has a consistent way of rejecting Schelling and asserting his 
own metaphysics. Of course, there remain other objections, alluded to briefly earlier, op- 
erating from the Kantian axiom that the seamlessness of inner and outer experience en- 
tails the blanket inaccessibility of the thing in itself. 


(p. 62) It is possible to resist these objections, and there is currently a lively debate on the 
issue in the literature.2* Robert Wicks mentions, for instance, a kind of “veil of percep- 
tion” model in which subtraction of transcendental forms of space and causality leaves in- 
ner awareness closer to the thing in itself than fully transcendentally realized intuitions: 
inner awareness of the will has fewer “veils,” as it were.?° Without being able to settle the 
issues here, this kind of interpretation could see Schopenhauer as an early practitioner of 
a kind of “phenomenology of the extreme” in which unusual “experiences” break through 
the ordinary and give us more fundamental insight. 


On the other hand, the best evidence that Schopenhauer really does take his strictures on 
Schelling’s intellectual intuition seriously is his own use of hermeneutic vocabulary to 
characterize the ultimate status of the will, what Young calls (“with some reservations”) 
“the hermeneutic Schopenhauer.”2° The “deduction” of the will in WWR1 §18 relies on a 
thought experiment in which the world would “pass by us strange and 

meaningless” (SW2, 113 [WWR1, 119]) if it were only representation, suggesting that will 
provides the “meaning” of the world; will is therefore the “solution to a riddle” (SW2, 119 
[WWRI1, 124]), the “riddle of existence” (SW2, 168 [WWR1, 166]). Similarly, in WWR2 he 
presents metaphysics as (or on an analogy to) “deciphering” the meaning of a text (SW3, 
204f [WWR2, 193]). 


But is this really evidence that Schopenhauer ultimately realizes that his metaphysical 
task is too much like Schelling’s intellectual intuition and should be (re)construed 
hermeneutically, not literally? It is not obvious, for the metaphysical understanding of will 
is able to give “meaning” to the world as representation precisely because it provides its 
content. The hermeneutic view of the will depends precisely on the metaphysical: intu- 
itive representations give “meaning” to conceptual representations in the same way that 
the will gives meaning to all representation. 
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3.5 Conclusion 


Schopenhauer’s abusive language toward Schelling is, as we earlier quoted one contem- 
porary as saying, “unbefitting a scholar.” And indeed it is redundant, in that Schopen- 
hauer was perfectly capable of framing his critical objections in legitimately scholarly lan- 
guage: in other words, the debate could easily have been conducted on much higher 
ground. That said, we have tried to show that attending to the nature and vehemence of 
the insults yields genuinely interesting results. On the one hand, the accusations of mean- 
inglessness and “windbaggery” reinforce the legitimate criticism that Schelling’s epis- 
temic methods derive from a hypertrophied conception of reason. On the other hand, the 
intensity and tedious repetition of Schopenhauer’s abusive language point perhaps more 
to the proximity of his philosophy to that of Schelling than to the distance. Indeed, both 
are developing metaphysics (a metaphysics, as Schelling comes to conceive it, of will) 
with full and conflicted awareness of the Kantian epistemic strictures against meta- 
physics. -.63) In view of this, Schopenhauer is particularly concerned to mark his own 
project as legitimate by highlighting the manner in which he avoids Schelling’s errors. 
Schelling was, perhaps, too close for comfort. 
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” 


son. 


(17.) See Julian Young, Schopenhauer (London: Routledge, 2005), 46-48; Young, Willing 
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Abstract and Keywords 


Arthur Schopenhauer and Karl Christian Friedrich Krause used to live in the same house 
in Dresden in 1815 to 1816. Both Schopenhauer and Krause took a huge interest in Indi- 
an philosophy and in the development of their own systems of philosophy. Although 
Krause is not mentioned in Schopenhauer’s oeuvre, we know from Krause’s son’s notes 
that they must have had intense discussions concerning the purpose and scope of philoso- 
phy. In this chapter, the author first provides a survey of what we know about their time 
in Dresden. Once this is done, the author sketches Krause’s panentheism and 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy to analyze Krause’s influence on Schopenhauer’s thought. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Krause, panentheism, Indian philosophy, will 


Arthur Schopenhauer and Karl Christian Friedrich Krause shared the same address in 
Dresden from Michaelmas 1815 to September 1818. Although Krause is not mentioned in 
Schopenhauer’s oeuvre, Schopenhauer is mentioned a few times both in Krause’s diary 
and in some of the letters and notes written by his sons, Karl Erasmus and Wilhelm. 
These notes indicate that Krause and Schopenhauer had intense discussions concerning 
their systems of philosophy, the importance of Indian philosophy, Plato, and Kant. Since 
the fundamental architecture of Krause’s system of philosophy did not change substan- 
tially during Krause’s life, these discussions must have been quite useful to Schopen- 
hauer who, at the time, was working on The World as Will and Representation. Because 
Krause complained in 1821 that The World as Will and Representation contained ideas 
Schopenhauer had been informed about by Krause in 1817, and because Schopenhauer’s 
system of philosophy reveals an astonishing similarity to Krause’s panentheistic philoso- 
phy at the center of which is not Will, but Essence, it is plausible to assume that Krause 
influenced Schopenhauer in a significant way. 
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«30 2.1 Who Was Karl Christian Friedrich 
Krause? 


Karl Christian Friedrich Krause was born on May 6, 1781, in Eisenberg, Thuringia, seven 
years before Schopenhauer’s birth in 1788.! He enrolled at the University of Jena in 1797, 
where he heard lectures by Jacobi, Fichte, Schelling, and Schlegel. He was awarded the 
degree of Doctor of Philosophy in 1801, and, in 1802, he passed his Habilitation with the 
work De philosophiae et matheseos notione et earum intima conjunctione. In the next two 
years, Krause offered lectures in logic, natural law, and pure mathematics. Even though 
these lectures had not been announced in advance, he found an audience for all of them. 


In 1804, Krause left Jena and briefly settled in Rudolstadt—the city in which Schopen- 
hauer would later write his PhD thesis in 1813. In April 1805, Krause moved to Dresden, 
where he needed to keep himself afloat through giving private lessons. He worked on 
writings about Freemasonry, sculpture, philosophy, architecture, painting, music, the nat- 
ural sciences, mathematics, geography, politics, society, ethics, natural law, and linguis- 
tics.? Although today these topics are classified as independent areas of science, it was 
clear to Krause that together they make up a single science: “That I am dealing with all 
sorts of things, is my psychological motivation. It is nothing without unity, and there is 
nothing here that is not necessary to my main work, the system. I have still not exhausted 
this wealth of knowledge, and I cannot do anything else.”4 


Krause’s residence in Dresden was not of long duration. After just a few years he moved 
to Tharandt and remained there for several months before moving to Berlin in December 
1813. However, after some seeming initial success at von Humboldt University, he failed 
to obtain a permanent position and moved back to Dresden in 1815. Since, again, he 
could not obtain a permanent position, Krause moved to Gottingen in 1823, to make a 
fresh start. After initial success at the University of Gottingen, however, the number of 
students attending his lectures was below his expectations and the intellectual climate at 
the university wore him out. Krause often looked back with nostalgia at the beginning of 
his career in Jena. 


If I had not withdrawn from university teaching in the year 1804, or had even just 
remained vigorous and up to date as a writer, I would now be in a position of out- 
standing effectiveness, which certainly a Fries or a Hegel ... would not know how 
to see beyond.°® 


Krause’s difficult situation was exacerbated by an awkward political mishap, when he was 
unjustly suspected of having been involved in the Gottingen student and civil rebellion 
January 8-16, 1831. To spare Krause being prosecuted by the police and the legal authori- 
ties, and because Krause had long planned to leave Gottingen, he was asked, as an ulti- 
matum, to do so immediately. Krause obeyed and moved to Munich, where he had as little 
prospect of a secure existence as in Gottingen. He stood without bread or wages and had 
to begin to sell his books and pawn other property. 
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(p. 31) In the shock of his life, he was forced by a police decree to leave Munich on March 
17, 1832. It was thrown at him that he acted with depravity toward the students who 
were affiliated to him.® However, due to the intervention of, among others, Franz von 
Baader, the king lifted the expulsion order and Krause was allowed to stay in Munich. On 
September 27, 1832, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause died impoverished and without, in 
his own lifetime, being able to bring about the good he had hoped: to lead humanity to a 
better future through philosophy. 


Krause left an impressive oeuvre of 256 books and articles, covering most branches of 
philosophy, the humanities, and science.’ Through his pupil Julian Sanz del Rio he has 
gained considerable popularity in Spain and Latin America, where his philosophy goes by 
the name “Krausismo” (Krausism), and, next to Alexander von Humboldt, he is sometimes 
claimed as the greatest German thinker.® 


In recent Anglo-Saxon philosophy, he is known mainly for devising the term “panenthe- 
ism.” Apart from this slight fame, anglophone understanding of Krause is impressionis- 
tic, contains mistakes, and is incomplete. For example, it is said that his philosophy is 
“mystical and spiritualistic,”!° that he was “an obscure ... figure”!! who “expressed him- 
self in an artificial and often unfathomable vocabulary which included... monstrous neol- 
ogisms ... which are untranslatable into German, let alone English.”!? It is said that he 
was “under the influence ... of Schelling’”!? and “a student of Hegel.” !4 


However, it is straightforwardly false that Krause was a student of Hegel!° or that, apart 
from his first years as a student in Jena, he was under the influence of Schelling, !® and it 
is inadequate to characterize his philosophy as mystical or obscure. One might wonder 
how such statements could be justified, given that there are no English translations of 
Krause’s relevant works, and even the German works are hardly ever cited. 


2.2 Krause and Schopenhauer in Dresden 


According to Robert Wicks,!’ Krause and Schopenhauer might have crossed paths in 
Berlin in 1812-1813: “Krause and Schopenhauer were both at the University of Berlin in 
1812-13, were involved in philosophical studies at the university and were connected to 
Fichte as either present or former students.” However, although it is true that both 
Krause and Schopenhauer were students of Fichte at different times, it is unlikely that 
they met in Berlin in 1812-1813. This is not supported but rather denied by the available 
historical sources: Schopenhauer left Berlin on May 2, 1813,!8 whereas Krause moved to 
Berlin from Tharandt, in the hope of starting a career at von Humboldt University, not be- 
fore December 15, 1813.!9 Because Krause did not obtain a permanent position in Berlin, 
and after Fichte’s death was not elected as Fichte’s successor, he saw no more future for 
himself in Berlin and moved back to Dresden around Michaelmas 1815. 


(. 32) Krause settled at the GroBe MeiSnische Gasse.?° This house was not only within 
walking distance of the Japanischer Palais, in which the Royal Library with its collection 
of Indian and Asiatic Philosophy was accommodated and where the Masonic lodge Astrda 
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held their meetings, but, for our purpose most interestingly, it was also the home of 
Arthur Schopenhauer, who had been living there since April 1814.7! 


While Schopenhauer lived the quiet life of a bachelor, Krause moved in with his wife 
Amalie and nine children. One can imagine that the Grofse MeifSnische Gasse 35 suddenly 
was livelier, and maybe this was too much trouble and noise for Schopenhauer: we know 
that from 1816 onward, he rented a second flat in Dresden, in the Ostra-Allee 897, with- 
out giving up his flat in the Gro&e Mei®nische Gasse 35.22 Schopenhauer was therefore in 
the comfortable position of being able to freely choose whether to stay in the house with 
Krause, close to the Royal Library, or to stay in his second flat in a quieter part of town 
where he mainly worked on his The World as Will and Representation.*? 


Krause and Schopenhauer’s shared time in the Grofe MeifSnische Gasse ended when 
Schopenhauer traveled to Italy on September 24, 1818, and was only interrupted once, by 
Krause’s journey to Italy from Easter 1817 to January 1818. When Schopenhauer re- 
turned from Italy in 1819, he did not come back to the flat in the Grofe MeifSnische Gasse 
and started to live exclusively in the Ostra-Allee 897 until he left Dresden in 1819 to pick 
up his new position in Berlin. Meanwhile Krause also decided to move into a more afford- 
able flat in a house in the Reitbahngasse in Dresden, where he stayed until he moved to 
Gottingen in 1823.24 


Although we do not know about their personal contact after 1818, we know that, during 
their shared time in the Grofe MeifSnische Gasse, Krause and Schopenhauer had intense 
conversations and saw each other on a regular basis. As Cartwright states, “Schopen- 
hauer was naturally drawn to [Krause]..., due to their mutual passion for mysticism and 
Eastern thought.”2° 


We know that they exchanged books. This is witnessed by a letter written by Krause’s son 
Karl Erasmus on September 22, 1818: “Schopenhauer has fetched his book on Saturday, 
and wanted to come back on Monday to speak to you, but will now be gone.”2° 


We know that Schopenhauer visited Krause to join the audience of some of the lectures 
Krause delivered in his flat to his friends and family. This is shown by the lecture notes 
composed by Krause’s son, Wilhelm. He mentions the following: “Beautiful prose arises 
verbally in beautiful society, but one must not be too methodical and pedantic. Schlegel 
says that one should not speak like a book, and that is true, e.g. Schopenhauer.”’ As 
Riedel states, this note refers to one of Krause’s private lectures on Schlegel and only 
makes sense if Krause’s son in fact listened to Schopenhauer quite often, who thus must 
have been present on a regular basis: “It was only appropriate when Krause’s children in 
fact had heard Schopenhauer several times, and this was probably not long ago, other- 
wise the example would not have been recommended by experience.”2° 


Third, we know that both philosophers took an immense interest in Indian philosophy and 
stayed at the Royal Library for several hours per day.”9 As Riedel argues, 
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... when [Krause] again crossed Schopenhauer’s path before or in the Japanese 
Palais, the only two philosophers in Dresden who were looking for India with their 
(. 33) soul, had to come into conversation with each other. Both were deeply im- 
pressed by the Upanishads that had been published under the title Oupnekhat by 

Anquetil Duperron in Latin based on a Persian translation.°° 


Furthermore, since Krause could read Sanskrit and since he was reading and collecting 
books on Indian philosophy from as early as 1807, it is likely that “through Krause’s pri- 
vate library Schopenhauer became acquainted with Sanskrit originals and their recent 
translations.”?! 


2.3 Historical Evidence for Krause’s Influence 
on Schopenhauer 


Based on the fact that they knew each other quite well, it is surprising that Cartwright as- 
sumes that “Krause’s philosophy itself probably was outside Schopenhauer’s philosophi- 
cal concerns.”°” This is surprising because quite the contrary seems to be the case. As 
Wicks states, “it is difficult to avoid speculating that Krause significantly influenced 
Schopenhauer and that his presence in Dresden affected the philosophical outlook 
Schopenhauer expressed in The World as Will and Representation.”** 


Two considerations speak in favor of the assumption that Schopenhauer himself did not 
significantly influence Krause: we know that the architecture and insights of Krause’s pa- 
nentheistic system of philosophy were already formulated and expressed in Krause’s lec- 
tures as early as 1803-1806. Although the final expression of his system of philosophy 
was published as late as 1828, as his Vorlesungen uber das System der Philosophie, the 
system itself had changed only in terminology and detail. As Krause himself remarks in 
1827: “Iam convinced that my system of philosophy, which I presented as an academic 
teacher in Jena as early as 1803-1804, and on which I have since been working without a 
change of structure, will contribute to the solution of the [task of philosophy].”34 


Furthermore, before he met Schopenhauer in 1815, Krause was already aware of the im- 
portance of Indian philosophy and, in 1816, stated clearly that in his view Indian philoso- 
phy contains the main insights of philosophy. 


It was not until 1815 that I began to read mystical writings ... and in 1807 partly 
Oupnekhat. It is remarkable how many images and doctrines and true proposi- 
tions, which I have previously found for myself, and, to a greater extent, clearer 
and better, I also found in the mystics, for example, in Oupnekhat.*° 


Since Schopenhauer started reading the Oupnekhat probably not before 1814,°° and 
since there is no revision but instead a continuous development of Krause’s thinking dur- 
ing the years 1815-1818, it is implausible to assume that Schopenhauer himself did have 
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significant impact on Krause’s thinking, either in respect to his philosophical system or in 
respect to his stance on the importance of Indian philosophy. 


(p. 34) That Krause in turn most likely had significant influence on Schopenhauer can be 
reconstructed from some of Krause’s remarks on the importance of Indian philosophy. On 
January 11th, 1819, Krause wrote the following: 


That the reunion of the European people with the Indians and with Indian philoso- 
phy and art would cause a more important change ... than the so-called restora- 
tion of the sciences after the conquest of Constantinople by the Turks, I had al- 
ready thought of in 1807 and even clearer in 1814 and 1815, where I obtained 
even more exact knowledge of Indian books.” 


Although Krause wrote this after 1818 (i.e., after his time with Schopenhauer), he may be 
relied upon since he already was aware of the importance of Indian philosophy in 1807: 
Krause was convinced that important philosophical insights could be found in Indian phi- 
losophy, and, in fact, he considered his own system of philosophy to be the first to relate 
them to philosophical insights of Plato and Kant.?® 


Since we know that Krause and Schopenhauer met frequently to discuss philosophical 
matters, it is hard to avoid speculating that in their discussions Krause not only stated 
what he thought about Indian philosophy, Plato, and Kant, but also expressed quite explic- 
itly the reasons why he considered it necessary to establish a system of philosophy that 
unites Indian philosophy with the insights provided by Plato and Kant, and why, in his 
eyes, the system of philosophy he worked on was the first that truly achieved this task. In 
other words, Krause will have acquainted Schopenhauer with the structure of his 
(Krause’s) panentheistic system of philosophy, its distinguishing features, and the argu- 
ments speaking in its favor. If this is true, then Schopenhauer, who back then was work- 
ing on The World as Will and Representation, must have been quite aware of the struc- 
ture of Krause’s panentheism and the arguments in its favor. 


However, and this is exciting, on February 4, 1821, after reading The World as Will and 
Representation, Krause complained that Schopenhauer had taken over his ideas and pub- 
lished them as his own. To his comment on the importance of Indian philosophy, he added 
the following remark: “I gave this thought to Dr. Schopenhauer in 1817, who has now 
printed this in his book The World as Will and Representation.”°9 For someone like 
Krause, this comes as close to an accusation of plagiarism as it gets.*° And indeed, 
Krause must have been surprised to find himself not even mentioned when, for instance, 
he read what Schopenhauer wrote in his opus magnum in August 1818: 


If [the reader] has shared in the benefits of the Vedas, access to which, opened to 
us by the Upanishads, is in my view the greatest advantage which this still young 
century has to show over previous centuries, since I surmise that the influence of 
Sanskrit literature will penetrate no less deeply than did the revival of Greek liter- 
ature in the fifteenth century [that is, through the conquest of Constantinople in 
1453]; if, I say, the reader has also already received and assimilated the divine in- 
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spiration of ancient Indian wisdom, then he is best of all prepared to hear what I 
have to say to him. (WWR1)pj, xv) 


(p. 35) Although, then, Krause recognized some of his ideas in Schopenhauer’s The World 
as Will and Representation, he did not consider Schopenhauer’s system of philosophy to 
be an adequate unification of Plato and Kant with Indian philosophy. As Krause noted in 
December 1819, he considered Schopenhauer’s system as only containing the seed of 
truth. 


Brahmanism has attracted half-scientific minds that are on their way to obtain a 
full intuition of fundamental reality, but to them it is still a pitfall leading to unjus- 
tified propositions, ... like it is for Schopenhauer.*! 


Krause’s assessment of Schopenhauer’s philosophy is plausibly assumed to be based on 
the fact that, already in the years 1812-1813, Krause lectured about what can be identi- 
fied as some of the key features of Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation. 
In his Vernunftwissenschaft, published from Krause’s Nachlass in 1886, Krause argued 
that an adequate system of science must be based on insight into the nature and exis- 
tence of the ultimate ground of empirical reality that is recognized as being, in itself, 
everything that there is. This insight into the nature and existence of the ultimate ground, 
according to Krause, cannot be deduced logically within the system of science but has to 
be obtained in and through an immediately certain act of self-observation, in which the I 
directly intuits the nature and existence of this ultimate ground. As Krause argues, 


If, therefore, there is knowledge of something which in an unlimited way is all that 
there is, this insight entails that this something is without a ground (ohne Grund). 
Consequently, the insight into the nature and existence of this something is with- 
out a ground as well, it is unprovable and not in need of a proof. ... If there is such 
an insight, it must be immediate and not mediated through any other insight or 
item of knowledge. And although not everyone will be able to obtain it without in- 
struction, it must be possible to instruct every spirit to obtain this insight for 
themselves.*” 


We find a very similar idea expressed in Volume 1 of Schopenhauer’s The World as Will 
and Representation. 


No science can be capable of demonstration throughout any more than a building 

can stand in the air. All its proofs must refer to something perceived, and hence no 
longer capable of proof, for the whole world of reflection rests on, and is rooted in, 
the world of perception. All ultimate, i.e., original, evidence is one of intuitive per- 
ception, as the word already discloses. (WWR1)p}, 65) 


In his Vernunftwissenschaft, Krause continues to argue that, through self-observation, 
every subject can obtain the immediately certain insight that what it is, concerning its na- 
ture and existence, is will. 


I, myself, am willing, or, objectively conceived, will.4% 
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(p. 36) Schopenhauer will formulate this in Volume 1 of The World as Will and Representa- 
tion, in one of its various formulations, as follows: 


To the subject of knowing, who appears as an individual only through his identity 
with the body, this body is given in two entirely different ways. It is given in intel- 
lect perception as representation, as object among objects, liable to the laws of 
these objects. But it is also given in quite a different way, namely as that which is 
known immediately to everyone, and is denoted by the word will. (WWR1)p), 100) 


Krause then argues that “we can only become aware of other things in so as far as these 
things are ourselves, and we are in these things ourselves.”44 Furthermore, “we can make 
an inference to the beings outside us, under the form: as true as I am myself, as I observe 
myself, there is also this or that being.”*° Krause, in other words, argues that, through 
self-observation, we can use what is discovered as the true nature of the I to account for 
the ultimate ground of empirical reality. Schopenhauer, in turn, will express this idea in 
Volume 2 of The World as Will and Representation, and in a similar way: “What is directly 
known to us must give us the explanation of what is only indirectly known, not 
conversely” (WWR2)p}, 196). That is, as formulated in On the Will in Nature: 


... lf we had the same internal relation to any natural phenomenon that we have to 
our own organism, the explanation of any natural phenomenon and all the proper- 
ties of any body would ultimately be traced back in the same way to a will mani- 
festing itself in them [i.e., that which is discovered as the nature of the I in self-ob- 
servation]. (WN, 346)*® 


Based on his onto-epistemological assumption about the relation between what is re- 
vealed in self-observation as the true nature of the I and what is constitutive of the nature 
and existence of empirical reality, Krause argues in his Vernunftwissenschaft that if the I 
were nothing over and above will, then empirical reality would be nothing over and above 
a manifestation of will. Here, Krause deploys the terms “will” and “pure activity” as syn- 
onyms. 


If we were pure activity (reine Tdtigkeit), an unlimited idealism would be decided 
by the fact that all objects [according to their true nature] were only opposing 


manifestations of will (entgegengesetzte Tatigkeit), and, indeed, pure activities.*” 


Schopenhauer will refer to this insight as the key feature of his system of philosophy. In 
On the Will in Nature, he summarizes the idea as follows: 


... the core and principal point of my theory, its metaphysics proper; ... what Kant 
called the thing in itself as opposed to mere appearance ... ; I say this substratum 
of all appearances and hence of all nature, is nothing other than that with which 
we are immediately acquainted and precisely intimate, that which we find on our 
innermost selves as will. (WN, 324) 
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(p. 37) Krause, however, resumes by arguing that, although the I recognizes itself in an 
immediately certain act of self-observation, as will, it does not follow that the I is nothing 
over and above pure activity. 


If I find myself as nothing else but activity, it does not follow from this that Iam 
nothing but activity, not even that I will not find myself in the future as something 
else.*8 


On Krause’s own account, ultimately, the immediately certain self-observation of the na- 
ture and existence of the I shows that the I is will, but also more than will: the I is discov- 
ered as a finite, same and whole, willing, feeling, and knowing manifestation of the one 
same and whole, willing, feeling, and knowing infinite Essence.*9 Because Krause does 
not assume that self-observation shows that the I is nothing over and above will, he does 
not assume that empirical reality is only a manifestation of will, and consequently he does 
not conclude that the ultimate ground of empirical reality is nothing over and above will: 
Krause assumes that will is an essential, but not the only relevant, feature that reveals it- 
self in an immediately certain act of self-observation, as an attribute of the ultimate 
ground of empirical reality. 


In Volume 2 of The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer will agree with this. 


Meanwhile it is to be carefully noted, and I have always kept it in mind, that even 
the inward observation we have of our own will still does not by any means furnish 
an exhaustive and adequate knowledge of the thing-in-itself. (WWR2/p), 196) 


Since it is very hard to believe that in their discussions about Indian philosophy, Plato, 
and Kant, Krause would not have mentioned what he had lectured about a few years ear- 
lier (viz., the nature and existence of will), and since we find these ideas in 
Schopenhauer’s system of philosophy, it is understandable both that, in Krause’s mind, 
Schopenhauer’s early emphasis on the will as the single ultimate ground of empirical re- 
ality is inadequate and that Krause would complain that in his The World as Will and Rep- 
resentation, Schopenhauer published thoughts he had been informed about by Krause. 


2.4 Systematic Evidence for Krause’s Influence 
on Schopenhauer 


Both Krause and Schopenhauer assumed that an adequate system of philosophy has to in- 
tegrate the insights provided by Indian philosophy, Plato, and Kant. To integrate the in- 
sights of Kant, to them, meant acknowledging that in the everydayness of being we do not 
perceive ultimate reality directly—the Ding an sich—but, instead, perceive empirical reali- 
ty as structured by our transcendental constitution; that is, our forms of intuition ©. 38) 
and the categories of the Understanding. To integrate the insights of Plato meant to ad- 
here to the idea that, although we do not normally perceive ultimate reality as such, there 
is an ultimate ground of empirical reality that accounts for its true nature and existence 
in an intelligible way. To integrate the insights of Indian philosophy meant developing a 
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system of philosophy in which the relation between empirical reality and the ultimate 
ground of empirical reality is not one of opposition and separation, but one of ultimate 
nonduality, or unity, in which the ultimate ground of empirical reality in one way or the 
other is, or shows itself as, empirical reality.°° Based on the fact that Krause’s system of 
philosophy did not change much during his life, and based on the fact that 
Schopenhauer’s most creative years were 1814-1818, which includes his time with 
Krause, we should expect a significant similarity between their attempts to develop a sys- 
tem of philosophy that integrates these insights if Krause influenced Schopenhauer’s 
thinking.°! And, in fact, there is an astonishing similarity between the overall architecture 
of Krause’s and Schopenhauer’s systems of philosophy. This can be seen if we now look at 
some of the key common features of their thinking. 


First, Krause and Schopenhauer, apparently independently from one another,°* concluded 
that the principle of sufficient reason (Satz vom Grunde) is the most fundamental tran- 
scendental principle constitutive of empirical reality. They both maintained that it is open 
to different interpretations in different contexts of use and that the system of science, 
which they both understood to be an adequate mapping of empirical reality, is structured 
by this principle. Based on these shared assumptions, it comes as no surprise that Krause 
and Schopenhauer deploy essentially the same concept of science. According to Krause, 
science is a system of true findings, differentiated within itself, in which all parts 


...@xist in relation to each other, not merely as a whole, in which parts are next to 
one other, collected in a mere aggregate, but as a whole in which the parts are all 
in, with and through one other (in, mit und durch einander), are all only in, with 
and through, the whole thing. Everything is essentially joined to form a whole 
which contains parts, each of which, although something specific, and exists for it- 
self, nevertheless exists only for itself, by, and as long, as it is in a certain connect- 
edness, and interaction, with all other members of that structure (Gliedern), which 
also account for the organism.°* 


In his On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, Schopenhauer fully 
agrees on the adequacy of such a concept of science. 


Science specifically means a system of findings [Erkentnissen], i.e., a unity of con- 
nected findings in opposition to a mere aggregate of the same. But what else than 
the principle of sufficient reason connects members of a system? The very thing 
that distinguishes any science from a mere aggregate is that each of a science’s 
findings follows from another as its ground. (FR, 9-10) 


Based on this understanding of science, Krause and Schopenhauer struggled with the 
question of how such a system, as a mapping of empirical reality, relates logically to the 

(v.39) ultimate ground of empirical reality. Krause argued that the ultimate ground of em- 
pirical reality cannot be deduced within the system of science itself, but has to be intuited 
by the I in an immediately and certain act of self-observation that is beyond the realm of 
the principle of sufficient reason. As Krause states in 1813, 
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My chief principle is that all science rests upon the intuition of an infinite sub- 
stance, which intuition can not be proven according to the principle of sufficient 
reason, but can only be shown as present in the human mind. All that is, is this 
substance, and in this substance, and all scientific knowledge must also be 
grounded in that intuition, and through it.°* 


Schopenhauer agrees with this demand. In 1814, he wrote the following concerning the 
need for immediate insight: “A principal defect of all philosophy hitherto existing, which is 
connected with its being sought as science, is that mediate knowledge, i.e., knowledge 
from reasons or grounds, was also sought where immediate knowledge is given” (MRI, 
228-229). In Volume 1 of The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer argues for 
this: 


That all science in the real sense, by which I understand systematic knowledge un- 
der the guidance of the principle of sufficient reason, can never reach a final goal 
or give an entirely satisfactory explanation. It never aims at the inmost nature of 
the world; it can never get beyond the representation; on the contrary, it really 
tells us nothing more than the relation of one representation to another. 

(WWR1)p}, 28) 


Both Krause and Schopenhauer assumed that ultimate reality can only reveal itself in an 
immediately certain act of self-observation. The question, then, is how to account for this 
immediately certain intuition of ultimate reality. Both assumed that it must be possible for 
every subject to obtain this intuition. But, since the ability to obtain this intuition is not 
proved as the conclusion of any argument, it becomes a didactical and hermeneutical task 
to lead oneself and other people to the execution of this intuition. In characterizing this 
task, both philosophers assumed that there is a helpful traditional distinction between an 
analytic-inductive and a synthetic-deductive method of science: the analytical-ascending 
part of science is the way up to this insight into the nature and existence of the ultimate 
ground. The synthetic-descending part putatively shows how a system of science relates 
logically to what is perceived in this insight. As Krause says, 


In the first [part of science], from the first certain knowledge which is found in 
every consciousness, all of it certain, but particular and conditioned, becomes 
knowledge by self-observation. ... And, at the same time, it steadily becomes ever 
higher, to the discovery of that fundamental knowledge (der Grunderkenntnis), 
which must show itself in this way if a system of science is to be possible for the 
human mind. ... The second main part of the system of human science then forms 
in, and through, the fundamental knowledge, that is; in and through the principle 
of all special, conditioned, knowledge, as an organism.°° 


(p. 40) Schopenhauer agrees with this specification of the two methods of science and 
suggests specifying them in a way in which Krause had specified them already. 
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The analytical method goes from the facts, the particular, to the propositions, the 
universal, or from consequents to grounds; the other method proceeds in the re- 
verse direction. Therefore it would be much more correct to name them the induc- 
tive and deductive methods [which Krause did, BPG], for the traditional names are 
unsuitable and express the matter badly. (WWR2)p, 122) 


Let us briefly pause. So far, Krause and Schopenhauer agree on the architecture of an ad- 
equate system of philosophy: a system of philosophy is a system of science, which in turn 
is a harmonic whole in which the parts and the whole are all interrelated. To establish a 
system of science, to account for that in virtue of which the system is adequate to the ulti- 
mate ground of empirical reality, an intuition or self-observation is needed that is not sub- 
ject to the principle of sufficient reason and therefore cannot be deduced in the system of 
science itself. Instead, this intuition has to be immediately certain and can only be ob- 
tained by each and every individual for themselves, although it is possible, in the analytic 
part of science, to lead other subjects, through instructing phenomenological reflection, 
to a level where they can obtain this intuition. 


Based on this common outlook on the system of philosophy, Krause and Schopenhauer ar- 
gued that the ultimate ground of empirical reality that is discovered in self-observation 
cannot be opposed to or separated from empirical reality in the manner that a cause is re- 
lated to its effect in empirical reality. That is, both agreed that the ultimate ground of em- 
pirical reality cannot be addressed as the cause of empirical reality if by “cause” we refer 
to any kind of cause with which we are empirically familiar because this interpretation of 
“cause” is only applicable within the system of science and is subject to the principle of 
sufficient reason. 


Instead, empirical reality, in Krause’s words, has to be understood panentheistically as be- 
ing in the ultimate ground, while, in Schopenhauer’s words, it has to be understood as a 
manifestation of the ultimate ground. Although different in name, both doctrines arguably 
express the same concept: that B isin A means that, according to its true nature and exis- 
tence, B is completely and inseparably determined by the true nature and existence of A. 
As Krause states, 


Following present linguistic usage, I use “in” here ... of finite essences and essen- 
tialities, and mean by it that this finite thing is the higher whole [i.e., Essence] as 
part of it. So this finite thing, as a part of the same, is, however, bounded by the 
whole of pure Essentiality. So, indeed, the limit of the finite is in common with that 
of its whole, but this boundary does not limit or circumscribe (begrenzt oder um- 
grenzt) the whole as a whole.°® 


That Bis a manifestation of A means the same. What Schopenhauer says about the rela- 
tion between the ultimate ground of empirical reality and empirical reality itself therefore 
fits well with Krause’s panentheistic definition of the world’s being in its ultimate ground. 


(p. 41) 
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Now this is all very well, yet to me, when I consider the vastness of the world, the 
most important thing is that the essence in itself®’ ... is present whole and undivid- 
ed in everything in nature, in every living being. ... [T]rue wisdom ... is acquired 
by thoroughly investigating any individual thing, in that we try thus to know and 
understand perfectly its true and peculiar nature.°®? (WWR1>p), 129) 


The only prima facie major difference between the architecture of Krause’s and 
Schopenhauer’s systems is their apparently different interpretations of what is revealed 
as the true nature and existence of the I in an immediately certain act of self-observation. 
Once he rejected will as the single ultimate ground of empirical reality, Krause argued 
that self-observation leads to the recognition that the ultimate ground of empirical reality 
is Essence. Essence is the one infinite and unconditioned principle of fact and knowledge 
that holds the world within itself and determines everything, both in its being and its be- 
ing-recognized. For Krause, whoever intuits Essence as the one infinite fact and knowl- 
edge principle of science, or as the “absolutely independent, and absolutely whole, and 
one essence,”°? has successfully fulfilled the task of selfobservation.©° 


Schopenhauer apparently argued that will is the single ultimate ground of empirical reali- 
ty that manifests itself as empirical reality. 


The reader will recognize that same will not only in those phenomena that are 
quite similar to his own, in men and animals, as their innermost nature, but con- 
tinued reflection will lead him to recognize the force that shoots and vegetates in 
the plant, indeed the force by which the crystal is formed, the force that turns the 
magnet to the North Pole, the force whose shock he encounters from the contact 
of metals of different kinds, the force that appears in the elective affinities of mat- 
ter as repulsion and attraction, separation and union, and finally even gravitation, 
which acts so powerfully in all matter, pulling the stone to the earth and the earth 
to the sun; all these he will recognize as different only in the phenomenon, but the 
same according to their inner nature. He will recognize them all as that which is 
immediately known to him so intimately and better than everything else, and 
where it appears most distinctly is called will. (WWR1)p), 109-110) 


However, Schopenhauer seems to be at least ambivalent concerning the determination of 
will as the single ultimate ground of empirical reality. Sometimes, in Volume 1 of The 
World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer seems to argue that the act of self-ob- 
servation shows that the nature of the ultimate ground of empirical reality is nothing over 
and above will, and consequently, he argues, pessimistically, that the “absence of all aim, 
of all limits, belongs to the essential nature of the will in itself, which is an endless 
striving” (WWR1)/p}, 109-110). But then, in Volume 2 of The World as Will and Representa- 
tion, Schopenhauer argues that he is open to the possibility that what he identifies as will 
has further qualities. 


Accordingly, even after this last and extreme step, the question may still be raised 
what that will, which manifests itself in the world and as the world, is ultimately 
and absolutely in itself; in other words, what it is, quite apart from the fact that it 
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manifests . 42) itself as will, or in general appears, that is to say, is known in gen- 
eral. This question can never be answered, because, as I have said, being-known 
of itself contradicts being-in-itself, and everything that is known is as such only 
phenomenon. But the possibility of this question shows that the thing-in-itself, 
which we know most immediately in the will, may have, entirely outside all possi- 
ble phenomenon, determinations, qualities, and modes of existence which for us 
are absolutely unknowable and incomprehensible, and which then remain as the 
inner nature of the thing-in-itself. (WWR2;p), 198)®! 


This, however, is precisely what Krause argued for already in his 1812/1813 lectures, 
with the only difference being that Krause, in contrast to Schopenhauer, assumed that 
these further qualities, modes, and determinations are accessible in the immediately cer- 
tain act of self-observation and therefore have to be taken into account by an adequate 
system of philosophy. The major difference between Krause and Schopenhauer, after all, 
might therefore be smaller than appears. 


2.9 Krause’s Influence on Schopenhauer’s Phi- 
losophy 


Krause and Schopenhauer had frequent contact during 1815 and 1818. The historical evi- 
dence suggests that Schopenhauer was aware of Krause’s system of philosophy and of 
Krause’s analysis of the will as a fundamental philosophical principle that, if taken as a 
single principle of philosophy, entails an idealism of opposing manifestations of will. Seen 
in this light, the fact that the architecture of Schopenhauer’s philosophy is almost indis- 
tinguishable from Krause’s system of philosophy and the fact that Schopenhauer appar- 
ently was open to the possibility that the ultimate ground of empirical reality might be 
more than blind will (which would have impact on his ethics) provides considerable 
grounds for concluding that Krause indeed significantly influenced Schopenhauer’s think- 
ing. 
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seines Lebens und Wirkens. Aus dem handschriftlichen Nachlass, Vol. 1, edited by Paul 
Hohlfeld and August Wunsche (Leipzig, 1903), 190. 


(5.) Karl C. F. Krause, Der Menschheitbund: nebst Anhang und Nachtrdagen aus dem hand- 
schriftlichen Nachlasse von Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, edited by Richard Vetter 
(Berlin, 1900), 330. 


(6.) Urena, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, 622 


(7.) According to Urena (Ixx) there are only two translations of Krause’s work into Eng- 
lish. The first one is Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, The Ideal of Humanity and Universal 
Federation.: A Contribution to Social Philosophy (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1900a); the 
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with his philosophy. ... In his philosophy of nature I find propositions, which I already dis- 
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ence on Krause and his independence of Schelling, see Thomas Bach and Olaf Breidbach, 
“Einleitung: Naturphilosophie als Systemdeduktion” in Entwurf des Systems der Philoso- 
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(17.) Robert Wicks. Schopenhauer (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), 6. 


(18.) Rudiger Safranski, Schopenhauer und die wilden Jahre der Philosophie (Frankfurt 
am Main: Fischer, 2016), 547. 


(19.) Urena, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, 328-29. 
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(21.) The house was destroyed during WWII. See Walther Rauschenberger, “Schopen- 
hauers Wohnungen wahrend seines Lebens,” Schopenhauer-Jahrbuch 25 (1938), 286: 
“The house, now called Kaiser-Wilhelm-Platz 6, was located in the immediate vicinity of 
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(22.) Walther Rauschenberger, “Schopenhauers Wohnungen: Ein Nachtrag,” Schopen- 
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wahrend seines Lebens,” 286: “All the letters addressed to Schopenhauer from the years 
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convinced that in our system, the principles of which have been repeatedly described by 
us, and the partial execution of which we have published in a series of works, the task of 
scientific research and scientific education (Wissenschaftsforschung und Wissenschafts- 
bildung), in its main points, is satisfactorily carried out. For, inasmuch as the recognition 
and acknowledgment of the principle is gained by the, analytic-subjective, self-knowledge 
of spirit (Geistes), the whole structure of science can be pictured in law-like and organic 
progress. And so the task of Socrates and Plato, as well as Kant, Fichte, and Schelling, is 
generally solved.” It is interesting that, in 1816, Schopenhauer also claimed to have been 
the first to achieve this: “I confess, by the way, that I do not believe that my doctrine ever 
might arise before the Upanishads, Plato, and Kant could simultaneously throw their rays 
into a human spirit” (HN1, 422). 


(39.) Krause, Anschauungen oder Lehren und Entwurfe zur Hoherbildung des Men- 
schheitlebens, 270. 


(40.) Urena, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, 530: “In his diary, Krause once raised the 
accusation that Schopenhauer had borrowed ideas from him and declared them as his 


” 


own. 


Page 20 of 23 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Karl Christian Friedrich Krause’s Influence on Schopenhauer’s Philosophy 


(41.) Krause, Anschauungen oder Lehren und Entwurfe zur Hoherbildung des Men- 
schheitlebens, 292. 


(42.) Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, Reine Allgemeine Vernunftwissenschaft oder 
Vorschule des Analytischen Hauptteiles des Wissenschaftgliedbaues (Leipzig: Otto 
Schulze, 1886), 9. 


(43.) Ibid., 37. 
(44.) Ibid., 66. 
(45.) Ibid., 75. 


(46.) Furthermore: “the two originally different sources of our cognition, the outer and 
the inner, must be connected through reflection. Comprehension of nature and that of our 
own self arises solely from this connection: but then the interior of nature is disclosed to 
our intellect, to which on its own only the exterior is otherwise accessible, and the secret 
that philosophy has so long sought is revealed” (WN, 398). 


(47.) Krause, Reine Allgemeine Vernunftwissenschaft, 52. 
(48.) Ibid., 52. 


(49.) See Benedikt Paul Gocke, Alles in Gott? Zur Aktualitat des Panentheismus Karl 
Christian Friedrich Krauses (Regensburg: Pustet, 2012). 


(50.) See Benedikt Paul Gocke, A Theory of the Absolute (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmil- 
lan, 2014), for a modern development of the architecture of such a system of philosophy 
based partly on Krause’s insights. 


(51.) For further analysis of Krause’s system of philosophy, see Benedikt P. Gocke, Alles in 
Gott? Zur Aktualitat des Panentheismus Karl Christian Friedrich Krauses (Regensburg: 
Pustet, 2012); Benedikt P. Gocke, “On the Importance of Karl Christian Friedrich Krause’s 
Panentheism,” Zygon 48, no. 2 (2013); Benedikt P Gocke, “Gott und die Welt? Bemerkun- 
gen zu Karl Christian Friedrich Krause’s System der Philosophie,” Theologie und Philoso- 
phie, no. 87 (2012a); and Wollgast, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause. 


(52.) See Johann Baptist Rieffert, Die Lehre von der empirischen Anschauung bei 
Schopenhauer (Halle an der Saale: Max Niemeyer, 1914), 218-20. 


(53.) Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, Der zur Gewissheit der Gotteserkenntnis als des 
hochsten Wissenschaftsprinzips emporleitende Theil der Philosophie, Vorlesungen tuber 
das System der Philosophie 1 (Prague: Tempsky, 1869), 4. 


(54.) Krause, Der Briefwechsel Karl Christian Friedrich Krauses, 362f. 


(55.) Krause, Reine Allgemeine Vernunftwissenschaft, 4. 
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(56.) Furthermore: “Of course, all the words in our ordinary language (Volkssprache) 
which designate relations between things are first derived from space, as ‘in,’ ‘beside,’ 
‘on,’ ‘below,’ ‘beside,’ ‘out.’ Or, rather, in the ordinary pre-scientific consciousness they 
are mostly understood only from space. But all these words must be spiritualised 
(vergeistigt), and taken in a way that transcends sense (ubersinnlich), when they are used 
in connection with (Zusammenhange) philosophical science. It is, therefore, not permit- 
ted to distort these words of the philosopher, as if he were speaking of spatial relations, if 
he also uses these words, to denote the relation of the finite to the infinite.” Krause, Der 
zur Gewissheit der Gotteserkenntnis, 307-08. 


(57.) Itis here interesting to observe that “Essence” (Wesen) is Krause’s terminus techni- 
cus for ultimate reality. 


(58.) As Wicks, Schopenhauer, 53 says, “when ‘A manifests itself as B,’ A and B can be 

identical; when ‘A causes B,’ they cannot. The manifestational relationship preserves a 
fundamental unity between the items in relation, the causal relationship sharply sepa- 

rates them. The former is appropriate for a monistic metaphysics that asserts ‘all is es- 
sentially one.’” 


(59.) Krause, Der zur Gewissheit der Gotteserkenntnis als, 204. 


(60.) As Siegfried Wollgast, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause: Anmerkungen zu Leben und 
Werk, Sitzungsberichte der Sachsischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig. Philol- 
ogisch-historische Klasse 129. 5 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1990), 22, summarizes 
Krause’s insight: “Human self-knowledge, and therefore all knowledge, presupposes an 
absolute principle, ‘Essence’, which first makes the unity of thought and being (Sein) pos- 
sible. The subject, searching for indubitable knowledge, and so reflecting on itself, pre- 
supposes the Absolute, knows that it always already finds itself within the Absolute, that 
it can know itself and the Absolute only through the Absolute.” Krause has therefore, to 
his mind, succeeded in uniting the Platonic-Neoplatonic efforts to recognize God as the 
supreme Essence (oberste Wesen) with the insight of Kant, that only transcendental 
knowledge can ground science. For Krause, transcendental knowledge of the Ego is noth- 
ing other than supreme transcendent knowledge applied to the Ego. In and through the 
Ego, Essence knows itself. See also Krause, Das Eigentumliche der Wesenlehre, nebst 
Nachrichten zur Geschichte der Aufnahme derselben, vornehmlich von Seiten Deutscher 
Philosophen, 13: “Because my system, throughout, from its very first seed, is cultivated in 
independent, self-sufficient, research, and in the formation of the pure and fully grasped 
principle, it has not departed from this, and could not depart from this, to approximate to 
some other philosophical system, or unite itself to already existing conflicting systems. 
But, among other old tasks, that of liberating Platonism and Aristotelianism from their 
one-sidedness, and unifying them by means of their opposing essentials has also come to 
pass, as the main thing; but as far as that task has its meaning as a repetition of the Kant- 
ian task but at a higher level, and as the dissolution of the latter.” 


(61.) According to Robert Wicks (Schopenhauer, ch. 6), Schopenhauer is here referring to 
some of his notes (see MR3, 40-41 [HN, 36]) written down no later than 1821). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter traces Schopenhauer’s interest in the Orient from his childhood using the 
background of the developments in European Orientalism. Particular attention is paid to 
Oriental philosophies, religions, and textual sources that played a role in the genesis and 
development of Schopenhauer’s philosophy. The reader will thus get an overview of orien- 
tal influences and of particular movements and themes of interest to the philosopher. At- 
tention is paid particularly to the least-researched but most crucial phase of 
Schopenhauer’s intellectual development, namely, the period prior to the publication of 
Schopenhauer’s major work of 1819, The World as Will and Representation. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, orientalism, Oupnek’hat, Buddhism, Hindu thought, Anquetil-Duperron, Isaak Jakob 
Schmidt 


During Schopenhauer’s lifetime (1788-1860), Western interest in the Orient and its 
philosophies and religions exploded. Information about the region beyond the Middle 
East that had hitherto been mainly furnished by missionaries and early travelers came to 
be gradually replaced by the results of academic research based on the discovery of mon- 
uments and the study of original sources in languages such as Sanskrit, Pali, Chinese, 
Mongolian, and Tibetan. In the course of the eighteenth century, the focus of European 
interest in China (for example by Leibniz, Bayle, and Malebranche?) was substituted by 
an infatuation with India, fueled by best-selling authors such as Voltaire and Constantin 
Volney who portrayed India as the world’s oldest civilization and fount of ancient 
wisdom.° The Indian Vedas came to be regarded as far older than the Old Testament, and 
a largely invented “Oriental Philosophy” was laboriously described in influential publica- 
tions by Pierre Bayle, Johann Lorenz Mosheim, Johann Jakob Brucker, and, subsequently, 
in Diderot/d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie and other encyclopedias of the Age of Enlighten- 
ment. 


Four years prior to Schopenhauer’s birth, a new era of Oriental studies began with the 
foundation by William Jones of the Asiatic Society. The first volume of the Society’s jour- 
nal, the Asiatick Researches, appeared in Calcutta in the very year of the philosopher's 
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birth.° Around the turn of the century, seminal articles in the large volumes of this journal 
and various translations into English of Sanskrit sources came to be retranslated and 
studied all over Europe, fueling an Indomania’ that, in the first decades of nineteenth- 
century Germany, inspired romantic authors and mythologists such as Friedrich Schlegel, 
Joseph Gorres, and Friedrich Creuzer. In 1814, when Schopenhauer began his indepen- 
dent research on Oriental philosophies and religions, Europe’s first chair of Sinology was 
established in Paris, followed in 1815 by the first chair of Sanskrit. In 1817, the first 
Western book about Buddha and Buddhism appeared in Paris’; and, from the 1820s, con- 
tinental researchers familiar with Asian languages such as Sanskrit, Pali, .89 Chinese, 
Mongolian, and Tibetan began to publish, apart from books, an increasing number of re- 
search articles in specialized journals such as the Journal Asiatique (founded in 1822). By 
the time of Schopenhauer’s death in 1860, the scholarly output in German, French, and 
English was already substantial and included not only translations from original sources 
but also a flood of studies on the religions and philosophies of Asia and their history. 


Schopenhauer was an avid reader of such publications, so much so that he may be re- 
garded as one of the best informed among Europe’s nonspecialized readers of such mate- 
rials in the first six decades of the nineteenth century. From his youth to his death he con- 
sulted and collected publications in Latin as well as in modern European languages. 
Apart from the writings published in his lifetime, we can today follow his course of study 
using the copious notes in his philosophical notebooks, jottings in the margins of his 
books, letters (including book orders), and library lending records and thus gain a de- 
tailed picture of the development of his interest in the Orient and in particular of Oriental 
influences on his thought. For this purpose, the study of the sources that were actually 
used by the philosopher is indispensable. 


However, much of the extant scholarly literature about Oriental influences on Schopen- 
hauer actually consists of comparisons of his thought with modern knowledge about 
Asian philosophies and religions. Though such comparative studies can be of great inter- 
est, they generally contribute little to the question of influence because this question ne- 
cessitates the use not of our present-day sources and knowledge but rather of sources 
used by Schopenhauer and the information available in his time. The most conspicuous 
example of this dead angle of Schopenhauer research is certainly the philosopher’s fa- 
vorite book: the Latin translation of the Upanishads known as Oupnek’hat. Already in 
1816, just before he began to write The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer 
listed the Upanishads as the first of three main influences: “I confess that I do not believe 
that my doctrine could ever have formed before the Upanishads, Plato, and Kant cast 
their rays simultaneously into one man’s mind” (HN1, 422, §623).9 Thirty-five years later, 
he even called the Oupnek’hat “the most rewarding and uplifting reading possible in the 
world: it has been the solace of my life and will be that of my death” (PP2, §184; SW5, 
421). Surprisingly, in more than 150 years of Schopenhauer research only two authors 
have studied the influence of this work,!° and even recent studies on Schopenhauer and 
Indian thought are generally based on modern translations and present-day knowledge.!! 
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This shows that research about Oriental influences on Schopenhauer is still in its infancy. 
Arthur Hubscher has published a list of Orientalia in Schopenhauer’s library (HN5, 319- 
52) that, in spite of some imperfections (for instance regarding collections, references in 
the Manuscript Remains, and Schopenhauer’s remarks in the margins of materials he 
owned), can still serve as a guide to Schopenhauer’s Asia-related sources. In this chapter, 
only some of the most important sources and influences will be mentioned, and most at- 
tention will be paid to the least-researched but most crucial phase: namely, the period pri- 
or to the publication of Schopenhauer’s major work of 1819, The World as Will and Repre- 
sentation. 


«. 3.1 First Phase (1800-1819) 


Already as a fifteen-year-old teenager, Schopenhauer wandered around Amsterdam in 
search of a laughing Chinese Putai figure and instead found beautiful Buddha statues 
(“pagodas”).'* The young university student exhibited interest in Asian cultures and histo- 
ry, as shown by his extensive notes from the ethnology lectures of Professor A. H. L. 
Heeren (1760-1817) at the University of Gottingen.!* Professor Heeren had a special in- 
terest in India,“ and his student missed almost none of the ethnography lectures. 
Schopenhauer noted, for example, that the religion of Buddha is prevalent in countries 
such as Burma (Myanmar) and Japan and that professor Heeren was not certain if the 
faith of the Lamas in Tibet and the “religion of Fo” in China form part of the same Bud- 
dhist religion.!° 


The first sign of Schopenhauer’s independent interest in Asian thought is his borrowing of 
the two volumes of Julius Klaproth’s Asiatisches Magazin'® from the Weimar ducal library 
in late 1813. This occurred during a prolonged stay in Weimar just after obtaining his 
doctorate, a time when he frequented Goethe and held long discussions with him about 
the theory of vision and colors!’ that inspired Schopenhauer’s first book publication, Uber 
das Sehn und die Farben (On Vision and Colors). In these volumes he found not only a 
German version of the earliest translation of a Buddhist sutra in a Western language, the 
Forty-Two Section Sutra,'® but also the German translation (from English) by his in- 
dophile friend, Friedrich Majer, of the Bhagavad Gita!? from which Schopenhauer made 
two interesting excerpts.2° Among Schopenhauer’s next Asia-related borrowings from 
Weimar’s ducal library in the spring of 1814 we already find the Oupnek’hat, 
Schopenhauer’s favorite book, whose profound influence on the genesis of 
Schopenhauer’s philosophical system has only recently been documented.?! 


The Oupnek’hat?? is Abraham-Hyacynthe Anquetil-Duperron’s (1731-1805) richly annotat- 
ed Latin translation of fifty Indian Upanishads. Rather than relying on the Sanskrit origi- 
nals of these fundamental philosophico-religious texts of India, Anquetil used manuscripts 
of a Persian translation finished in 1656 under the supervision of the reigning Mughal 
dynasty’s crown prince, Dara Shikoh (1615-1659), the firstborn son of emperor Shah Ja- 
han (1592-1666). Prince Dara’s mother was Shah Jahan’s beloved wife Mumtaz Mahal 
(1593-1631) whose mausoleum is the famous Taj Mahal in Agra. 
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Since his youth Prince Dara had been interested in Islamic mysticism. He had not only 
studied and practiced under the guidance of Sufi masters but also authored several books 
about Sufism and Hinduism.?° The translation from Sanskrit into Persian of fifty Upan- 
ishads, entitled Sirr-I akbar (The Great Secret), was prepared by the prince with the help 
of a team of India’s most learned pandits and mystics. Woven into the Persian translation 
we find (sometimes extensive) Sufism-inspired commentaries that likely stem from the 
pen of Prince Dara and also explanations of his expert team that are often based on 
Shankara’s vedantic Upanishad commentaries.?* Anquetil’s Latin translation of the Per- 
sian Sirr-I akbar, the Oupnek’hat of 1801-1802, contains not only the rendering ©.9) of 
Upanishadic texts with (mostly imperceptibly) interwoven commentaries but also 
Anquetil’s commentary and lengthy explanatory essays. According to my estimate?° only 
about one-third of Schopenhauer’s favorite book consists of Upanishad translation. Even 
without taking into account Schopenhauer’s markup and the interesting handwritten 
comments in the margins of his extant two Oupnek’hat volumes,”° this fact alone is strik- 
ing evidence for the necessity of studying this Latin work rather than modern Upanishad 
translations from Sanskrit (see Figure 5.1). 


Figure 5.1 Schopenhauer’s markup and notes in the 
margins of Oupnek’hat vol. 1, 398-399. 


Photo by Urs App. Archivzentrum der Universitats- 
bibliothek J.C. Senckenberg, Bestand: Na 50 - Nach- 
lass Arthur Schopenhauer—“Schopenhauer-Archiv.” 


Anquetil’s volumes that had such a fundamental impact on the genesis of Schopenhauer’s 
philosophical system thus contain not the Upanishads known to modern readers but are 
rather the work of an inspired Sufi adept and his learned Indian translation team as 
translated and commented upon by the Frenchman Anquetil-Duperron, who regarded it, 
like most of his readers, as a very literal translation of the Upanishads and the philosophi- 
cal essence of India’s ancient Vedas. Schopenhauer’s reliance on such a “tarnished” text 
has often been lamented, and the Oupnek’hat is not only almost never used but often not 
even mentioned in studies on Schopenhauer and India.”” But just as Meister Eckhart’s 
sermons contain much more than biblical text and are of interest just because of that, the 
Oupnek’hat contains much more than fifty Upanishads, and Schopenhauer’s markup fur- 
ther increases the interest. Rather than a secretum tegendum (secret to be safeguarded), 
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as Anquetil wrote in his Oupnek’hat title, this work should be a secretum legendum: re- 
quired reading for students of the genesis of Schopenhauer’s philosophy. 


Marco Piantelli first noticed the importance of the Islamic concept of ishq in the 

Oupnek’ hat: the primordial desire of Allah to reveal himself in creation.2® Prince Dara re- 
peatedly quoted the famous saying of the Islamic hadith tradition: “I was a hidden trea- 
sure, then I desired to be known; so, I brought the creation into existence.”29 Dara linked 
this primordial desire or will with maya. 


For Dara creation is an act of desire and love (ishq) by the absolute, and simulta- 
neously a veiling (maya) of the absolute through the illusion of diversity and multi- 
plicity. Creation simultaneously reveals and hides; as long as there is an “I” that is 
looking at “the world,” the One remains hidden in the Many. Prince Dara thus por- 
trays the treasure, which was revealed through love, as a treasure hidden under- 
neath the veil of maya. ... The absolute can only be revealed through “the annihila- 
tion and disappearance of all particularities” whereby one can know “everything 
in this world as One.”°° 


In the margins of Schopenhauer’s copy of the Oupnek’hat we find numerous comments 
that clearly show his understanding. For example, on page 395 of volume 1, where Dara 
explains that the multiplicity of the world including all concepts and forms is an illusion 
(maya), Schopenhauer jotted in the margin: “Ding an sich u. Erscheinung” [thing-in-itself 
and representation].2! Schopenhauer’s comments and countless underlinings of the 
words “voluntas” (will), “volle” (willing), and “nolle” (not-willing) in the Oupnek’hat, along 
with his remarks in his philosophical notebooks, are indicative of .92) (.93) the pro- 
found influence of this work, in particular of Prince Dara’s conflation of will-ishq-maya 
and of his ideal of the death of the ego (fana) in the annihilation of will: “The impure 
heart is that which has will; the pure heart is that which has absolutely none.”*? In this 
light, Schopenhauer’s remark of 1816 (HN1, 422 [§623]) about the crucial influence of 
the Upanishads on the genesis of his system gains profile. 


Subsequent to his purchase of the Oupnek’hat in the summer of 1814, Schopenhauer 
read, between November of 1815 and May of 1816, the first nine volumes of the Asiatick 
Researches. These volumes, published in Calcutta between 1788 and 1807 and reprinted 
in England, mark the beginning of modern indology. They were stored in the Dresden 
library’s “Indienschrank” (India book case) in whose vicinity another passionate admirer 
of the Oupnek’hat, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause, often studied. Schopenhauer filled an 
entire notebook with excerpts from the Asiatick Researches.** His notes deal, among nu- 
merous other topics, with key concepts such as maya and brahman, with texts such as the 
Vedas and Upanishads, with Indian philosophical currents such as Vedanta, and with fig- 
ures such as Shankara and Buddha.** An example is Schopenhauer’s excerpt from volume 
5 which confirmed his interpretation of brahman as universal force or will. 


On that effulgent power, which is Brahme himself, & is called the light of the radi- 
ant sun, do I meditate; governed by the mysterious light which resides within me, 
for the purpose of thought; that very light is the earth, the subtle ether & all 
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which exists within the created sphere; it is the threefold world containing all 
which is fixed or moveable; it exists internally in my heart, externally in the orb of 
the Sun, being one & the same with that effulgent power. I myself am an irradiat- 
ed manifestation of the supreme Brahme.*° 


Already, in May of 1814, soon after first borrowing the Oupnek’hat in Weimar, Schopen- 
hauer called the approach via the subject “die indische Methode” (the Indian method) 
and explained in his notebook: “The wiser Indians started from the subject, from Atma, 
Djiv-Atma. The fact that the subject has mental representations [Vorstellungen] is what is 
essential, not the connection of representations among themselves. If we, after the man- 
ner of the Indians, set out from the subject then the world, and with it the principle of suf- 
ficient reason ruling in it, stands there in one fell swoop” (HN1, 107 [§189]). Already, one 
month later, this “method of the Indians” was described as Schopenhauer’s own method 
which allows one to “seize the entire problem of empirical consciousness by the 

topknot” (HN1, 136 [§192)]). 


Schopenhauer’s excerpts and notes about Colebrooke’s seminal treatise on the Vedas in 
volume 8 of the Asiatick Researches are of similar significance. They show that, in the 
spring of 1816, when his system was already well established but not yet written down, 
he regarded it as congruent with Indian doctrine.*© He summarized Colebrooke’s argu- 
ment as follows: “That from which all things are created and through which they live 
when they are born; that through which they subsist; and that into which they dissolve: 
that you must search, because that is brahman.” In the margin next to this note Schopen- 
hauer commented: “The will-to-live is the source and essence of things.”°” Such remarks 

(v.94) confirm that Schopenhauer interpreted brahman, parabrahman, and similar terms 
as will or will to live, and they point to his explanation of 1833 about his choice of will as 
key concept of his system: “I have named the thing-in-itself, the inner essence of the 
world, after that of it with which we are most intimately familiar: will. Admittedly this is a 
term chosen subjectively, i.e., with regard to the subject of knowing; but this regard is es- 
sential since we are communicating knowledge. Therefore it is infinitely better than hav- 
ing named it brahman or Brahma, world-soul, or something of the kind” (HN4, 143 
[§148]). 


During his study of the Asiatick Researches in the spring of 1816, Schopenhauer also 
made copious excerpts and notes about Buddhism. They show his interest in eight major 
themes related to Buddhism: (1) the identity of its founder, (2) metempsychosis or the 
transmigration of souls, (3) the fact that the perfect beings of the Buddhists are merely 
men, (4) the existence of a large body of Buddhist texts, (5) the large geographical exten- 
sion of the religion, (6) the atheist nature of Buddhism, (7) its excellent system of morali- 
ty, and (8) its ideal of nieban or nirvana.*® He noted that “The Sect of Gotama esteem [sic] 
the belief of a divine being, who created the universe, as highly impious”*? and remarked 
that the Buddhists have a good system of morality in spite of being “ignorant of a 
supreme Being, the creator & preserver of the Universe.” Schopenhauer was especially 
fascinated by the ideal of this religion, Nieban (nirvana), “the most perfect of all states” 
that consists “in a kind of annihilation.”*° He noted that nirvana does not signify total an- 
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nihilation but rather liberation from the miseries of “weight, old age, disease, and death”: 
“No thing, no place, can give us an adequate idea of Nieban: we can only say that to be 
free from the 4 above mentioned miseries, & to obtain salvation, is Nieban.”*! 


A few months after this note about nirvana, in the fall of 1816, Schopenhauer explained 
the goal of his new metaphysics of will as follows: “The turning, the abolition of the will is 
therefore identical with the abolition of the world. We call that which is left nothing, and 
our nature revolts against this transition into nothing” (HN1, 411, §612). This remark 
opens Schopenhauer’s early draft of the final passage of The World as Will and Represen- 
tation that was published two years later. Whereas the Europeans pull back from this 
nothing with childish fear and repress the “transition into nothing,” the Indians posit, as 
does Schopenhauer, this transition as the goal. Unlike the Europeans who fear and evade 
this nothing entirely, the Indians only choose different words for it. According to Schopen- 
hauer, the Indians could just as well have refrained from mincing words and called noth- 
ing by its name. Thus Schopenhauer wrote in the 1816 draft of the passage that was to 
conclude his major work, 


In this manner—through the observation of the life and conduct of saints ... we 
wish to banish the somber impression of that nothing which hovers as the ultimate 
goal behind all virtue and saintliness and which, like children who fear darkness, 
we seek to drive away instead of circumscribing it, as the Indians do, through 
myths and bland words such as the Brahmans’ “reabsorption into primeval spirit” 
or the Buddhists’ Nieban (see asiatick researches and Upnek’hat). For those who 
still will, @.95) what remains after the abolition of will is indeed nothing. But for 
those whose will has turned, this oh-so-real world of ours with all its suns and 
galaxies, is—nothing. (HN1, 411-12 [§612])* 


The impact on Schopenhauer of his study of the Oupnek’hat and of the Asiatick Research- 
es is also apparent in a striking claim in the preface to the first edition of The World as 
Will and Representation: 


But if the reader has enjoyed the blessing of the Vedas, access to which through 
the Upanishads to my mind constitutes the greatest advance of our still young 
century over previous ones (and I expect the influence of Sanskrit literature to 
have as profound an effect as the revival of Greek literature in the fourteenth cen- 
tury)—if the reader, I say, has already received initiation into ancient Indian wis- 
dom and has been receptive to it: then he will be best prepared to hear what I 
have to say to him. Then it [viz., the Indian Wisdom as presented in the 
Oupnek’hat] will not strike him, as it strikes many others, as foreign or even inimi- 
cal, for would it not sound too conceited, I would even like to claim that each of 
the individual and disconnected utterances that form the Upanishads could be de- 
duced as a consequence from the thoughts I am about to communicate, though 
conversely my thoughts are certainly not already contained there. (WWRI1, Pref- 
ace to the First Edition) 
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Schopenhauer was convinced that he had not only laid bare and presented the core of 
Plato’s and Kant’s philosophy but also that of the Indian Upanishads. This claim is also 
implied in a note from mid-1816, where Schopenhauer linked his three main influences in 
a table (HN1, 392 [§578] [MR1, 434]). 


Universal Particular 


Metaphysics Platonic Idea That which becomes, never 
is. 


Kant’s thing-in-itself | Phenomenon. 


Wisdom of the Maya. 
Vedas 


By contrast, when writing his major work in 1817 and 1818, Schopenhauer had with re- 
gard to Chinese philosophy and religion hardly gone beyond the information gained in 
Professor Heeren’s ethnology course of 1811 and in Klaproth’s Asiatisches Magazin. 


5.2 Second Phase (1819-1836) 


Whereas Schopenhauer’s lecture manuscripts of the early 1820s describe some topics of 
Asian philosophies and religions in somewhat greater detail, they furnish not much new 
information. However, his notebook of 1822 features a few quotations from the @. 96) 
Chinese-English dictionary of Morrison*? regarding the relationship of the “great 
ultimate” (Ch. taiji Atk) of Chinese philosophy and religion to theism, the dating of 
Buddha’s life, and yin-yang polarity (HN3, 55).*4 Four years later, in 1826, Schopenhauer 
made a discovery that was bound to occupy him for the remaining thirty-four years of his 
life. He wrote in his notebook: 


In the seventh volume of Journal Asiatique, Paris 1825, there are rather elaborate 
and exceedingly beautiful portrayals of the life and esoteric teaching of Fo or Bud- 
da, or Schige-Muni, Schakia-Muni, which are in wonderful agreement with my sys- 
tem. In volume 8, this is continued with the exoteric teaching that, however, is 
very mythological and much less interesting. Both are by Deshauterayes, who died 
in 1795. (HN3, 161) 


Though only published in 1825, Deshauterayes’s articles and translations stem from the 
second half of the eighteenth century. After the Forty-Two Section Sutra, which Schopen- 
hauer had already read in the winter of 1813/14, Deshauterayes’s text is one of the earli- 
est European translations of a Chinese Buddhist scripture.*° Even in his old age, 
Schopenhauer did not tire to retell its Buddha biography with tears in his eyes.*® 
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At a time when the Europeans completely ignored his philosophy and when he wondered 
what he should do with the rest of his life, Schopenhauer suddenly saw his doctrine con- 
firmed not only by the oldest philosophy of India but also by Asia’s largest religion: Bud- 
dhism. The Chinese text that Michel-Ange-André le Roux Deshauterayes (1724-1795) had 
partially translated has been identified as the Dazang yilan Kigi—%&, The Buddhist Canon 
at a Glance, of 1157, and it is of interest to note that both this text and Schopenhauer’s 
version of the Forty-Two Section Sutra form part of the Chinese Zen (Chan #8) tradition.*’” 
In the “esoteric doctrine” of Buddha described by Deshauterayes, Schopenhauer found a 
striking presentation of his doctrine of negation of will and of the nothing at the end of his 
major work. In particular, he was impressed by the following passage that he copied in 
his notebook: 


With my Buddha-eyes I consider all perceptible beings of the three worlds; nature 
is in me, and it is by itself unencumbered and free of all bonds: I look for some- 
thing real in all three worlds but cannot find anything: and because I have put my 
root into nothing, also the trunk, the branches and the leaves are annihilated: so 
as soon as someone is freed or liberated from ignorance, he is also liberated from 
old age and death. (HN3, 305)4® 


Already in 1817, Schopenhauer had hailed metempsychosis as “the non plus ultra of 
mythical description.” 


Of all myths that have ever been devised, the myth of transmigration of souls is by 
far the deepest, most significant, and nearest to philosophical truth—so much so 
that I regard it as the non plus ultra [the supreme achievement] of mythical de- 
scription. This is why Pythagoras and Plato have revered and used it; and the peo- 
ple with .97) whom it prevails as a popular, general creed and exerts distinct in- 
fluence on daily life, is for this very reason to be regarded as the most mature, in 
addition to being the most ancient. (HN1, 479 [§686]) 


In Deshauterayes’s article he now found “love” (ai #), which in Chinese Buddhist texts 
commonly has the connotation of “attachment” or “cupidity” rooted in desire, portrayed 
as the driving force and basis of transmigration or metempsychosis. 


From all eternity, the inclination to good as well as love, cupidity and concupis- 
cence are found naturally in everything that is born. From this comes the transmi- 
gration of souls. Everything that is born, in whatever way this happens—from an 
egg, a mother’s bosom, from rot, or from transformation—takes its nature and its 
life from the concupiscence to which cupidity leads love; so it is in love that the 
transmigration of souls has its origin. ... From love comes concupiscence, and 
from concupiscence comes life. All living beings, by loving life, also love its origin. 
Love induced to concupiscence is the cause of life; love of life is its effect. (HN3, 
305-06)*9 
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Schopenhauer also saw his doctrine of all-oneness confirmed by all three major religions 
of China—Buddhism/the religion of Fo (## Buddha), Daoism/the religion of Taossee (ji 
Daoshi), and Confucianism/the philosophers—and he wrote the following observation by 
Deshauterayes in his notebook: 


These three sects (in China, that is, the Hochang bonzes—sectarians of Fo—, the 
Taossee bonzes, and the philosophers) all agree about the principle that all things 
are but one, that is to say: since the matter of each particular being is a portion of 
the primary matter [matiére premiére], their forms are also only parts of the uni- 
versal soul [ame universelle] that constitutes nature and that fundamentally is not 
at all really distinct from matter. (HN3, 306) 


In 1828, Schopenhauer found in volume 22 (1826) of the renowned Asiatic Journal and 
Monthly Register for British India and its Dependencies an unsigned article entitled “Chi- 
nese theory of the Creation” and wrote excerpts in his 1828 notebook (HN3, 389).°° He 
was particularly struck by the statement attributed to an unnamed Chinese philosopher 
to the effect that “the mind of heaven is deducible from what is the will of mankind.” In 
1836, in his “Sinology” chapter of The Will in Nature, Schopenhauer explained why: he 
was afraid of being accused of plagiarism (SW4, 138).°! Had some Chinese philosopher 
discovered long before him that one can understand the nature of everything by using 
man’s will as a lead? Motivated by the need to defend his originality and by the “wonder- 
ful agreement” between Buddhism and his own doctrine that he had detected in 
Deshauterayes’s articles (HN3, 161), Schopenhauer read, between 1826 and 1836, nu- 
merous publications about Buddhism: Chinese Buddhism (Abel-Rémusat’s Mélanges 1, 
HN5, [§1172]), Mongolian and Tibetan Buddhism (Isaak Jakob Schmidt, HN5, No. 1186), 
Nepalese Buddhism (Hodgson, HN5 [§1128]), and Ceylonese Buddhism (Upham; HN5 
[§1204]). The more Schopenhauer read, the closer he felt to this religion and its founder 
—so much so that in 1832 he jotted in his notebook, 


(p. 98) 


At age seventeen, without any advanced schooling, I was as overwhelmed by the 
wretchedness of life as the Buddha in his youth when he saw illness, old age, pain, 
and death. Soon enough, the truth, proclaimed loudly and clearly by the world, 
overcame the Jewish dogmas that I had also been indoctrinated with, and the re- 
sult for me was that this world cannot be the work of an all-good being but rather 
of a devil who had brought creatures into existence in order to gloat over the sight 
of their anguish. This is what the data indicated; and my belief that this is the case 
gained the upper hand. (HN4, 96) 


The Will in Nature of 1836 is a collection of essays furnishing a variety of scientific evi- 
dence in support of Schopenhauer’s system. Its Sinology chapter was designed to not on- 
ly defend the author against the charge of plagiarism but, more importantly, to claim the 
support of the world’s most populous nation and of Asia’s largest religion for 
Schopenhauer’s doctrine that was then still almost totally unknown. He noted that Bud- 
dhism “reigns in the majority of Asian countries and has, according to its latest re- 
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searcher Upham, 300 million adherents, which makes it the largest among all religions on 
this globe” (SW4, 129). Although Schopenhauer had read numerous other books and arti- 
cles, he recommended only three in the 1836 edition of his Sinology essay: 


For general knowledge about his [the Buddha's] life and teaching I especially rec- 
ommend the beautiful biography of him, as it were the gospel of the Buddhists, by 
Deshauterayes in French in vol. 7 of the Journal Asiatique Par[is] 1825.—Likewise 
one finds much valuable information about Buddhaism in the Mélanges Asiatiques 
by Abel-Rémusat Vol. 1 1825—as well as in J. J. Schmidt’s History of the East Mon- 
gols 1829.—And now that the Asiatic Society of Paris finally has taken possession 
of the Gandschur or Kaghiour we can with joyful expectation look forward to a 
presentation of Buddhaism on the basis of these canonical books themselves. 
(SW4, 130) 


Schopenhauer also collected all new Upanishad translations that he could get hold of. As 
they were usually based on Sanskrit texts, they were quite different from the Oupnek’hat. 
Comparing such translations to the Oupnek’hat, Schopenhauer declared them to be 
worse or even totally unusable and accused some translators of having no more mastery 
of Sanskrit than an average German middle school student has of ancient Greek (SW5, 
421). Many excerpts of such translations in Schopenhauer’s hand are found in the mar- 
gins of his Oupnek’hat volumes. He also studied early translations of Sufi texts (HN5, 
§§1199, 1200), but it was Buddhism—the religion of which he still knew very little when 
writing The World as Will and Representation—that now attracted his keenest interest. 


5.3 Third Phase (1837-1860) 


For Schopenhauer’s understanding of Buddhist philosophy, the most influential author 
was certainly Isaak Jakob Schmidt (1779-1847), a Russo-German scholar who had not 

(p. 99) only translated texts from the Mongolian and Tibetan traditions into German but 
had also authored grammars and dictionaries. Schopenhauer was very selective in his use 
of publications that he ordered from booksellers in various countries and sometimes pur- 
chased from auctions of late orientalists’ libraries. In Schmidt’s publications, one of 
which he had already recommended in The Will in Nature of 1836 (see earlier quotation), 
Schopenhauer learned much about Mahayana philosophy. This led him to proclaim in the 
second volume of The World as Will and Representation (1844) that 


[w]ere I to take the results of my philosophy as the measure of truth, I would have 
to prefer Buddhism to all other [religions]. At any rate, I cannot but be pleased to 
see such great agreement between my teaching and the majority religion on 
earth, the religion that counts more adherents than any other. This accord [Ue- 
bereinstimmung] must be all the more pleasing to me as in my philosophizing I 
have certainly not been under its influence. Until 1818, when my work appeared, 
only very few, highly imperfect and poor reports about Buddhism were to be found 
in Europe; they were almost entirely limited to a few papers in the earlier volumes 
of the Asiatick Researches and dealt mainly with the Buddhism of the Burmese. 
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Since then, more knowledge about this religion has gradually reached us, mainly 
in form of the well-founded and instructive treatises of the meritorious academi- 
cian of St. Petersburg, J. J. Schmidt, in the Denkschriften of his academy. May this 
great specialist of Central Asian languages soon communicate from the treasure 
trove of the complete Buddhist libraries that are available to him, and whose con- 
tent is open to his understanding, some chosen translations from the original texts 
themselves. (SW3, 186) 


While continuing his broad research on Oriental religions and philosophies, °* 
Schopenhauer studied a surprising amount of pioneering works about Buddhism. Relying 
primarily on authors renowned for their mastery of Oriental languages, he acquired 
knowledge of a breadth that few if any nonspecialized Europeans of his time could match. 
Of particular importance were—apart from Schmidt’s books and articles (HN5, Nos. 
1183-93)°%—the Frenchman Eugéne Burnouf’s revolutionary study of Indian Buddhism 
and Buddhist history based on Sanskrit texts (HN5 [§1102]); the long and informative ar- 
ticles about the Tibetan Buddhist canon and Mahayana doctrine by the Hungarian Csoma 
de Koros in Asiatick Researches vol. 20 (1836; HN5 [§1091]); Carl Friedrich Koppen’s 
two-volume Die Religion des Buddha und ihre Entstehung (HN5 [§1139]); and the works 
by Robert Spence Hardy (HN5 [§1121, §1122]), which focused on Theravada Buddhist 
practices and beliefs in Sri Lanka. 


In Schopenhauer’s works of the 1840s and 1850s we find ever more effusive praise of 
Buddhism, which he came to regard as the best of all possible religions. In the second 
edition of The Will in Nature of 1854, the number of entries in his bibliography of recom- 
mended works on Buddhism jumped from three to twenty-three, and, in the following 
years, he added more references in the margins of his working copy (SW4, 131).°4 In or- 
der to underline Buddhism’s importance he once again emphasized the enormous number 
of its adherents: “This religion which, both on account of its inner excellence and truth 
and of the superior number of its adherents must be regarded as the noblest on ©. 100) 
earth, reigns in the largest part of Asia and counts, according to its most recent re- 
searcher Spence Hardy, 369 million faithful, which is far more than any other 

religion” (SW4, 130). 


The Oupnek’hat, Schopenhauer’s most important Oriental inspiration and the “solace” of 
his life and death, always lay open in the Frankfurt study of the aged philosopher. Howev- 
er, this was not his only solace. While his favorite book was either completely ignored or 
severely criticized by scholars familiar with Sanskrit Upanishad texts or translations 
thereof, Schopenhauer’s study was illuminated by the gleam from the window sill of a 
Burmese Buddha statue that he had ordered from Paris and had gilded in Frankfurt (Fig- 
re.5.2),°" 
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Figure 5.2 Schopenhauer’s Buddha? 


Photo by Urs App. Print stored at the Archivzentrum 
der Universitatsbibliothek J. C. Senckenberg 
—“Schopenhauer-Archiv.” 


Schopenhauer’s exuberant praise of Buddhism first incited disciples like Adam von Do°® 
and artists like Richard Wagner”’ to read about Buddhism, and later it inspired authors of 
the caliber of Tolstoi and Kafka, early Theosophists like Helena Blavatsky, and many early 
European and American Buddhists. The influence of his enthusiastic evaluation of Bud- 
dhism even reached remote countries like Japan where, in the late nineteenth century, 
several students of philosophy credit Schopenhauer with having inspired them to become 
Buddhist scholars.°8 


(p. 101) Shortly before his death in 1860, after having received Schmidt’s article on prajna 
paramita, the supreme wisdom of Mahayana Buddhism, Schopenhauer scribbled the fol- 
lowing comment underneath the final word “nothing” in his working copy of The World as 
Will and Representation: “Just this is also the Pratschna Paramita of the Buddhaists, the 
‘yonder of all cognition,’ i.e., the point where subject and object are no more. (See J.J. 
Schmidt, ‘Ueber das Mahajana und Pratschna-Paramita’)” (SW2, 638). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


In this essay, the author examines and evaluates Schopenhauer’s arguments for the the- 
ses that (1) our experience of our own willing or wanting various things is in a fundamen- 
tal and thoroughgoing way different from all of our other experiences of the world, in- 
deed, as he says, “different toto genere” (in every way); (2) our experience of our own will 
is our only experience of things as they really are as opposed to the way they usually ap- 
pear to us, somewhat distorted by the structures we impose on them in the normal 
process of experiencing the world; and (3) our understanding of how things in the world 
are causally connected is necessarily based on our experience of the causal efficacy of 
our own will, the experience, for example, of being able to raise one’s arm when one 
wants to. The author concludes by arguing that although Schopenhauer’s primary meta- 
physical thesis—namely, that the ultimate reality is “will”—is quite unconvincing, his epis- 
temological thesis—namely that we inevitably must conceive of all natural forces based 
on what we experience in ourselves as will and thus as variant forms of the will, is com- 
pletely independent of his metaphysical thesis and possesses considerable plausibility. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, will, thing-in-itself, causality, natural forces 


In this essay, I try to show how Schopenhauer’s theory of the will is developed, in great 
part, as a response to Kant’s philosophy, particularly to Kant’s denial that we can ever 
know things as they really are, and also how his theory addresses certain problems in the 
Cartesian dualism between body and mind. Then I critically assess Schopenhauer’s views 
and arguments concerning the experience of one’s own will. After finding some of his 
metaphysical theses about the true nature of the will and the world to be unjustified, I ar- 
gue that he also propounds a transcendental thesis about how we must experience and 
think about the world and the will, which is separable from his metaphysical position, and 
which has considerably more merit. I conclude with a short defense of Schopenhauer 
against possible charges that he is a proponent of a crude and untenable panpsychism. Of 
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course, in order to evaluate Schopenhauer’s ideas, I shall have to directly and critically 
engage with some of the philosophical and psychological issues involved. 


Schopenhauer defends several related but distinct theses about the nature of the will and 
our experience of it: 


1. The thesis of the uniqueness of our experience of our own will: that our experience 
of our own will is radically different from all of our other experiences of the world. 

2. The thesis of the epistemologically privileged nature of the experience of one’s 
own will: that it is epistemologically privileged in the sense that it provides us with a 
type knowledge that no other experience does. 

3. The thesis of the metaphysically privileged nature of the experience of one’s own 
will: that it is our only experience of something as it really is rather than as it ap- 
pears to be, the only experience unencumbered by the distorting structures we oth- 
erwise impose upon whatever we confront in the world. In the Kantian ©. 128) termi- 
nology that Schopenhauer adopts, it is an experience of oneself as a “thing-in-itself” 
rather than as an empirical “representation.”! 

4. The cosmological extension of the metaphysical thesis of the will: that we must un- 
derstand the real, undistorted nature of everything—not only of ourselves, but also of 
other people, animals, living organisms, and even inorganic nature—as being varia- 
tions of the will that we experience in ourselves; that the experience of one’s own 
will is the window to the true nature of the rest of the world. 


I have here initially formulated these theses in a somewhat rough, provisional manner, 
but I shall refine them in the course of this chapter. Since each of them represents a 
philosophically significant and problematic position, I believe they all merit careful and 
critical consideration. 


7.1 The Kantian Context of Schopenhauer’s 
Theory of the Will 


In the first book of The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer adopts and 
adapts Kant’s basic epistemological and metaphysical position from The Critique of Pure 
Reason. Following Kant, he argues that the world as we normally experience it is not the 
world as it really is “in-itself,” but rather the world as we “represent” it to ourselves and 
that this process of representing the world to ourselves inevitably involves changing and 
distorting it. Kant had argued that certain universal and unvarying structural features of 
the world as we normally experience it are not actually structures of the world itself, but 
rather structures we necessarily impose upon the world in the process of experiencing it. 
He held that they are needed to enable us to organize the dauntingly inchoate and over- 
whelming mass of raw data with which the world confronts us. He claims that we need to 
impose them to make some sense of this world (i.e., to experience the world as a coherent 
whole that can be comprehended). 
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Among the structures that we universally and necessarily impose on the world of our ex- 
perience are space, time, causality, and substance. We experience everything that exists 
or happens in the world as existing or happening somewhere and at some time and as 
taking up some space and existing or occurring for some time. The world we experience 
is also composed and constituted by substances or things, which are complex unities of 
various distinct qualities and which somehow retain their identities over time and 
through certain sorts of change. According to Kant, we do not initially experience the 
world as a plethora of fleeting and unconnected impressions, as the British empiricists 
had held, but immediately, as composed of qualitatively complex but nevertheless unified 
entities that endure through qualitative change. And we experience every event that oc- 
curs as having a cause, even when we do not experience the cause or nevercome to know 
what it is. 


Kant had argued that the very universality and necessity of such structural features of 
our experience show that we contribute them to the world rather than simply ©. 129) en- 
countering them there. He pointed out that it is impossible to be absolutely certain of 
what the external world will confront us with in our future encounters with it. Yet, we are 
nevertheless certain that all of the experience we shall have in the future, or could possi- 
bly have, will be characterized by such structural features as space, time, causality, and 
substance. How can we account for this certainty? Only, says Kant, if they are not fea- 
tures of the world that confronts us, for we can never be sure of what we are going to en- 
counter, but structures that we shall inevitably impose upon whatever we happen to en- 
counter in the world. So the spatial, temporal, causal, and substantial structure of the 
world we experience is not true of the world as it is “in-itself,” but only of the world as we 
experience it or “represent” it to ourselves. This, in brief, is Kant’s famous “Copernican 
Revolution” in philosophy, the idea that these omnipresent structural features of the 
world as we experience it are really not features of the world in itself, as we have usually 
supposed them to be, but only features of the way we structure our experience of the 
world. It is a constructivist view in that it holds that the world of our everyday experience 
is one we actively construct rather than simply receive and record. 


Schopenhauer accepts the basic idea of Kant’s “Copernican Revolution in philosophy,” of 
Kant’s constructivism, but makes several significant amendments: First, he calls attention 
to a structure of the world of our experience that he claims is so basic that Kant simply 
overlooked it, namely, that every experience we have of the world is one in which we as 
subjects are aware of an object (WWR1)p), 1). On this view, even many of the reflexive ex- 
periences of our own selves involve the self as a conscious subject and the self as object 
of this consciousness. Second, he streamlines Kant’s philosophy, jettisoning most of the 
more than a dozen universal structures that Kant had claimed we apply to all of our expe- 
rience of the world, retaining only three basic ones: space, time, and causality.” Third, he 
unifies the three basic structures by arguing that it would be impossible to have any of 
them without having all of them (i.e., that they form an inseparable unity). In this way, he 
reinforces Kant’s claim for the necessity of organizing our experience in just the way that 
we do (WWR1, §4).° Fourth, he focuses on the fact that, in our experience of the world, 
we are able to distinguish pluralities of individual instances of the same kind. And he asks 
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how do we do this, particularly in cases in which we do not or cannot distinguish them 
qualitatively; for example, how are we able to see six bottles of the same beer or the 
proverbial pluralities of peas in a single pod without noting any discernible qualitative dif- 
ferences among them. He argues that we obviously do this by considering the differences 
in their positions in space and time. Since he views space and time as structures we im- 
pose upon the world of our representative experience, he views the “individuation” of 
particular things in our experience to be the consequence of these imposed structures 
and thus not a characteristic of the world as it is in itself.* 


Having embraced the basic Kantian position that the world as we usually experience it is 
not the world as is really is “in-itself,” Schopenhauer, like other German philosophers of 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, was challenged by Kant’s daunting de- 
nial of the possibility of ever knowing reality as it really is. Like several thinkers of the pe- 
riod (such as Fichte, Schelling, Jacobi, and Hegel), Schopenhauer sought a way to accept 
Kant’s conclusions concerning our normal way of experiencing the world and yet find a 
special way to achieve a deeper or truer knowledge of reality. .130) Intuitionists, like Ja- 
cobi, had claimed that, while Kant’s constructivist view is valid for ordinary experience, 
we can also access the world through special acts of “intellectual intuition,” in which we 
suspend the distorting constructions that we usually impose on the world and simply take 
it in as it really is. Dialecticians, like Hegel, while denying the existence and possibility of 
such acts of nondistorting intellectual intuitions, argued that we can transcend ordinary 
experience toward a deeper and truer understanding of reality by utilizing a dialectical 
method, which was not bound by the limiting restraints of ordinary logic and thought. 


Schopenhauer rejected these solutions, but his theory of the will represents yet another 
attempt to accept most of the basic tenets of Kant’s thought while devising a way of cir- 
cumventing Kant’s denial that we can ever know reality as it really is. Schopenhauer pro- 
poses that we can know reality undistorted by the structures of normal experience in and 
through some of our experiences of ourselves specifically through our experiences of our 
own will, that is, through our experiences of our own willful acts, of our own agency. 


Schopenhauer does this principally in the second book of The World as Will and Represen- 
tation, titled The World as Will, the First Consideration: The Objectification of the Will. 
Here he claims that one’s experience of one’s own will is radically different from one’s ex- 
perience of everything else. He formulates this point by asserting that one’s experience of 
one’s own will is “totally different” from all of our other experience and “comparable with 
no other” (WWR1)/p;, 103). Indeed, he says that it is different “toto genere” (WWR1)p}, 
102), which might suggest that Schopenhauer wants to claim that one’s experience of 
one’s own will is entirely different, different in every respect from all of one’s other expe- 
riences. But he soon after modulates this overly simple and robust initial statement of his 
position by admitting that our experience of our own will, while still radically different 
from all other experience, is not different in absolutely every way. Nevertheless, he con- 
tinues to suggest that the experience of one’s own will is characterized by the absence of, 
if not all, at least most of the distorting structures ubiquitous in all other experience. And 
he concludes from this that one’s experience of oneself as will, even if it is still just a bit 
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distorted, is at least an experience that gets much closer to capturing something it as it 
really is than any other experience one can have. In either version, he presents it as an 
epistemologically and metaphysically privileged experience and as one that escapes or 
circumvents, either totally or for the most part, the limitations Kant had placed on human 
knowledge, which had so sorely challenged the traditional metaphysical aspirations of 
philosophers to know reality as it really is. 


7.2 Perspectival Versus Metaphysical Dualism 


Like Descartes, Schopenhauer describes human beings as composed of two components. 
For Descartes a human being is both a spirit (or mind) and a body; for Schopenhauer 

(p. 131) each of us is, and indeed experiences oneself, both as a will and as a physical 
body. But these two dualisms are fundamentally different in nature. Descartes’s two ele- 
ments are two completely distinct substances or entities, a mind and a body, a nonphysi- 
cal substance and a physical one, which are somehow mysteriously connected to each 
other. In contrast, Schopenhauer’s two elements are rather two perspectives on (or as- 
pects of) a single entity, the body. While Descartes propounds a metaphysical dualism, 
Schopenhauer propounds a perspectival dualism. This perspectival dualism allows 
Schopenhauer implicitly to embrace a metaphysical monism with respect to the being of 
humans. Each of us is nothing but a body, which we can experience either in the way we 
necessarily experience all other bodies—that is, as a representation, from the outside, 
through our senses of sight, touch, etc.—or in the way that we can only experience our- 
selves, “from the inside,” that is, as will. 


Schopenhauer boldly states his perspectivally dualistic thesis early in the second book of 
The World as Will and Representation. 


Whereas in the first book we were reluctantly forced to declare our own body to 
be a mere representation of the knowing subject, like all other objects of this 
world of perception, it has now become clear to us that something in the con- 
sciousness of everyone distinguishes the representation of his own body from all 
others that are in other respects quite like it. This is that the body occurs in con- 
sciousness in quite another way, toto genere different, that is denoted by the word 
will. It is just this double knowledge of our own body which gives us information 
about that body itself, about its action [Wirken] and movement following upon mo- 
tives, as well as about its suffering through outside impressions [EFinwirkung], in a 
word, about what it is, not as representation, but as something over and above 
this, and hence what it is in itself.° (WWW1)p), 103) 


Schopenhauer’s shift from a metaphysical to a perspectival dualism serves at least two 

purposes. First, it removes one of the problems besetting Descartes’s metaphysical dual- 
ism, “the mind-body problem,” or “the problem of interaction”: How can a mind, which is 
not at all physical, influence a physical body, as it seems to do when we, for example, vol- 
untarily move our bodies? And how can the physical body affect a nonphysical mind, as it 
seems to do in perception, when changes in our physical sensory system cause us to have 
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new mental experiences? Since, on Schopenhauer’s view, the will is not only an embodied 
will, but is the body itself experienced in a different way, the problem of how the will in- 
teracts with and influences the body does not even arise. 


Second, to posit one’s own body as an entity that we know in two distinct ways supplies 
the necessary structure for Schopenhauer’s claim that our experience of our own will is 
an experience of ourselves as we really are in ourselves, indeed our only direct experi- 
ence of anything as it is in itself. For to make the claim that an experience of something is 
an experience of that thing as it really is, we must be able to contrast that experience 
with an experience of the same thing not as it is in itself, but only as it appears to be.® 


In support of the idea that every act of will involves a movement or act of the body, 
Schopenhauer argues that resolutions or intentions concerning future actions are not in 

(p. 132) themselves acts of will but only “deliberations of reason,” “mere intentions that 
can be altered” (WWR1)p), 100). For Schopenhauer, wishful thinking is not willing. To will 
something, it is not enough to think that you would like it to be the case. To will what you 
would like to be the case, you must also take some action toward the realization or 
achievement of that end. The action taken need not result in successfully achieving what 
one wills to achieve. It need not even get close to achieving it. But if no action of any sort 
is undertaken to realize a desired end, this end has not been actually willed. 


7.3 Two Problems with Schopenhauer’s Identi- 
fication of Willing with Bodily Action 


Schopenhauer’s distinction between just considering something to be desirable and actu- 
ally trying to bring it about, and his identification of willing with the latter, seem plausi- 
ble. Yet, this theory is also fraught with some difficulties. 


First, if acts of will are identified with the bodily actions taken to bring about what is 
willed, how can it account for cases in which we try to achieve an end by trying to think 
about ways we might do this, but we do not succeed in finding any strategy that seems 
feasible? We might even figure out a way the desired result might be achieved but not 
have the means to even begin to carry it out. It seems that thinking about how one might 
achieve a desired end, even without a bodily movement or action toward that end, is still 
an expression of the will. It seems that not all acts of will involve movements of the body, 
or at least that not all acts of the will are accompanied by bodily actions that we can per- 
ceive as such. Using a metaphysically dualistic Cartesian idiom we could easily describe 
such cases. We could say that in such cases we do not move from mental acts of the will 
(mental activity directed toward the realization of some end) to any bodily movement to- 
ward that same end. But Schopenhauer, given his rejection of Cartesian dualism, cannot 
account for such phenomena in this way. 


To defend Schopenhauer’s view, one could argue that, though not all acts of will involve 
perceptible bodily movement, they all still involve bodily activity, in as much as they in- 
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volve brain activity. But even if I believe that all mental activity is also activity of the 
brain, which is part of my body, in experiencing the workings of my mind I do not experi- 
ence them as the workings of my brain, as bodily actions. My experience of my own men- 
tal activity, in cases in which I am actively considering how to achieve a desired end with- 
out undertaking any other actions toward that end, does not seem to involve any direct 
awareness of the physiological activity of my brain as such. In such cases, I seem to have 
an experience of my mental activity that seems to involve my will but does not contain the 
experience of a bodily component as such. 


Conversely, just as there is a problem concerning activity of the will that is perceived as 
not involving bodily activity, there is also a problem concerning bodily action . 133) per- 
ceived as not involving the will, a problem concerning what appear to be involuntary bodi- 
ly actions. If an act of will is really nothing but an aspect of all bodily movement and noth- 
ing separate from it, we are left with the problem of how there could be any involuntary 
actions.’ 


In addressing this problem, we should distinguish between two kinds of involuntary 
movement: the first is movement that is caused by an outside force (e.g., someone pushes 
my hand and it moves); the second is movement that I initiate but is not experienced as 
consequent on any wish of mine. This second types includes both involuntary twitches 
(e.g., the doctor taps the shin of my bent leg and my leg moves by reflex) and also actions 
I catch myself doing “by habit” without any awareness of wanting to do them—perhaps 
even despite an awareness of not wanting to do them. Actions of the first type present no 
great problem, for one can simply deny that they are actions at all. But what can 
Schopenhauer say about actions of the second type? Though they seem to be actions in 
that they are experienced not just as movements of our bodies, but as actions that we ini- 
tiate and that move toward ends or goals, we do not experience any sort of willing sup- 
porting them.® Indeed some of them seem to occur in opposition to one’s willing. 


7.4 The Experience of One’s Own Will as Free 
From All (or Most) of the Structures That Dis- 
tort All of Our Other Experience 


Schopenhauer’s bold claim in section 19 of WWRI1, that the experience of our own will or 
agency is “toto genere different” from all of our other experiences, including both our ex- 
periences of other objects in the world and our other sorts of experiences of ourselves, is 
unfortunately not accompanied by any closer analysis of the experience of one’s own will 
or any arguments to support his claim about its thoroughgoing uniqueness. 


One could read the claim that the will is “toto genere different” in two ways: as the more 
modest claim, that it is in some fundamental way different in kind from our other experi- 
ence, or as the more robust claim, that it is different in every way.? But since he bases his 
claim that this is the only experience we have of something as it really is in itself on its 
radical difference from all our other experience, he is clearly suggesting that its differ- 
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ence lies in its being free, or free for the most part, of the distorting structures that shape 
all other experiences. Thus, he is suggesting that it is free of all (or at least most) of those 
structures, like time, space, and causality, that he assumes we universally and necessarily 
impose upon all of our other experience. 


However, Schopenhauer himself admits that we still experience our own will as a series of 
acts that take place in time, so he is forced to conclude that one’s experience of one’s will 
is still fraught with the structure of time. 


(p. 134) 


Finally, the knowledge I have of my own will, although an immediate knowledge, 
cannot be separated from that of my body. I know my will not as whole, not as a 
unity, not completely according to its own nature, but only in its individual acts, 
and hence in time, which is the form of my body’s appearing, as it is of every 
body.!° (WWR1)p}, 101-02) 


Given Schopenhauer’s reduced list of the basic structures we impose uponour experi- 
ence, the continued presence of time in this experience leaves only the possible absence 
of space or causality to differentiate the experience of one’s own will from all other expe- 
riences. 


But is it plausible for Schopenhauer to suggest that the structures of space and causality 
are absent from one’s experience of one’s own will, especially given his view that the will 
is an aspect of the body? Schopenhauer asserts that the will is always experienced not on- 
ly as an embodied will, as necessarily somehow connected to a body, but as the body itself 
observed in a different way. For Schopenhauer, there are no acts of will that are not also 
acts of the body: for him, every act of willis an act of the body, just viewed in another 
way. Given the bodily nature of the will, it becomes extremely difficult to conceive of it as 
not being in space. The awareness of a voluntary act of one’s own body seems to entail an 
awareness of the location of one’s body in space. It does not seem possible to separate my 
consciousness of my willing to move my body in a particular way, which for Schopenhauer 
involves a consciousness of my actually moving my body, from an awareness of the spatial 
nature of my body. 


Moreover, one experiences one’s body as an individual body separate and distinct from 
other bodies. Likewise, one experiences one’s own will as the individual will of one’s indi- 
vidual body, distinct from other wills. But Schopenhauer holds that the individuation of 
bodies of any sort depends on their position in both time and space. So he cannot consis- 
tently deny that our experience of our own individual will is also characterized and dis- 
torted by both space and time.!! 


This leaves only the structure of causality as a possible locus of the deep difference be- 
tween the experiences of the world as representation and as will. According to the Kant- 
ian-Schopenhauerian conception of causality as a structure of representation imposed by 
us upon the world, it makes us experience everything that happens, every event, as 
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causally determined, whether or not we have any experience of what caused the event or 
even any notion of what that cause might be. It might be argued, however, that in our ex- 
perience of our own acts of willing, we have a strong sense that we are choosing our own 
ends rather than having these ends totally determined for us by our given intrinsic na- 
ture, our past history, and our present situation in the world. So, although we may view 
all events in the world, including our own actions, as causally determined when we view 
them “as representation,” we do not have any direct sense of our being causally deter- 
mined in experiencing our own volitions and actions. On the contrary, we seem to have a 
strong sense that we ourselves must decide and guide our actions, even when this experi- 
enced autonomy is felt to be onerous and unwanted. The structure of causality, in the 
sense of causal determinism, present in all other experience, is thus arguably absent in 
our experience of ourselves as will. 


(p. 135) However, the experience of one’s own will, even if it is not characterized by an im- 
mediate sense of one’s will being causally determined, is essentially characterized by a 
sense of being causally efficacious. When I experience myself willing something or volun- 
tarily acting toward some end, I also experience my willing or acting as having some de- 
gree of efficacy. It is difficult to imagine what it would even mean to try to do something if 
I did not feel that my trying to do it had some efficacy, had some chance of success, how- 
ever remote. So it seems that our experience of our own will is still characterized by some 
sort of causality. !2 


Indeed, it seems that our experience of our own will is still fraught with almost all of the 
basic distorting structures we impose on our experience of the world as representation: 
time, space, the individuation that arises from the conjunction of the two, and at least one 
aspect of causality. Schopenhauer himself admits the presence of one of these structures, 
that of time, in our experience of our own will. But, as I have here argued, it seems that 
actually most of them are still there. Yet Schopenhauer nevertheless continues to claim 
that this experience is different toto genere from all of our other experience. Moreover, in 
basing his claim, that the experience of one’s own will is epistemologically and metaphys- 
ically privileged on its radical difference from the rest of one’s experience, he strongly 
suggests that this difference consists precisely in its unique freedom from the structures 
that distort all of our other experience. The persistence of these structures in one’s expe- 
rience of one’s own will undermines his claim that the experience of one’s own will is our 
only experience of something as it really is. 


7.9 The Varieties of Self-Awareness: The Sub- 
ject as Opposed to Itself as Object; the Subject 
as Identical with Itself as Object 


There still remains one structural feature of representation to consider, one Schopen- 
hauer considered to be the most basic structural feature of all representation and one 
that had been overlooked by Kant: that every representational experience is character- 
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ized by a subject-object dichotomy, that it is an experience in which a subject is aware of 
an object that is distinct from it. This is clearly the case in our experiences of objects in 
the external world, but what about the experiences one has of oneself? Many of the expe- 
riences we have of ourselves seem to be clearly representational and characterized by 
this subject-object polarity: for example, many experiences of my own body, looking at it 
either directly or in a mirror, or attentively listening to my own voice as I speak.!* Even in 
such experiences of myself, Schopenhauer holds, there is a subjective “I” who does the 
looking and listening and an objective “me” who is looked at and listened to. 


(vp. 136) Schopenhauer insists, however, that my experience of my own will, of my own 
willed actions, is radically different from my other experiences of myself and of the exter- 
nal world in that it contains no separation or distinction between myself as subject and 
myself as object. He says that in experiencing our own will, we experience “the object co- 
inciding with the subject, in other words, ceasing to be object” (WWR1)/pj, 102). Since for 
Schopenhauer the subject-object dichotomy is the most fundamental structure of all rep- 
resentation, it is crucial for him to claim that it is absent in one’s experience of one’s own 
will if he is to claim that this experience is not representational. He suggests that an in- 
trospective consideration of our experience of our acts of will support this claim.!4 


But does it? The separation I feel between my subjective self and the other bodies I expe- 
rience in the world is arguably more robust than the separation I feel between my subjec- 
tive “I” and my objective “me” when I reflectively experience my own body. And there 
does seem to be a separation between the subject and object of our consciousness when 
we reflect on physical aspects of our bodies, one that is not present when we are con- 
scious of our willed actions. It should be noted that this diminution of the sense of separa- 
tion also occurs not only with respect to acts of will but also with respect to other mental 
states and processes, such as my reflective awareness of my own emotions, sense experi- 
ences, and processes of reasoning. But it still seems that even in my reflections on my 
own willed actions, I still experience some sort of distinction between myself as the re- 
flecting subject and the acts of will I reflect upon.!° 


The way we experience ourselves both as subjects and as objects of our own will or 
agency may well be different from the way we experience this duality in our other experi- 
ences of ourselves. But this difference does not seem to be as simple or stark as Schopen- 
hauer claims it is. Though he presents the subject-object polarity, as a structure that is ei- 
ther fully present or totally absent, it seems that it can vary in degree and kind in a num- 
ber of ways across different sorts of experiences, including different sorts of experiences 
of oneself. With respect to this matter, there seems to be more variety and nuance than 
can be handled by any simple and neat dichotomy.‘® 
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7.6 The Will as the Only “Natural Force” We Ex- 
perience 


There is, however, another and more promising line of argumentation in Schopenhauer 
for the radical difference of our experience of our own will from all other experience. It is 
an argument concerning the experience of what he calls “natural forces” (WWR1, 818). 
Here, he does not rest his claim for the radical difference and epistemological superiority 
of one’s experience of oneself on the purported absence in it of the structures that orga- 
nize and distort all of our other experience. Instead, he bases it on the purported pres- 
ence in it of a fundamental feature that is absent in all of our other experience. He argues 
that only . 137) in experiencing the efficacy of our own will to initiate our own bodily ac- 
tion do we ever have a direct experience of a “natural force,” namely, that of the will’s ef- 
ficacy. 


This thesis implicitly consists of two separate claims: a positive claim, that in experienc- 
ing the efficacy of our own will we do directly experience a “natural force,” and a nega- 
tive claim that we do not directly experience “natural forces” in any of our other experi- 
ences. 


Let us first examine the negative claim. Do we not usually experience all sorts of natural 
forces at work when we observe the world? What are these “natural forces” that, accord- 
ing to Schopenhauer, we do not directly experience in most of our experience of the 
world? They are the efficacious forces we claim to observe at work when we see what we 
take to be relations of cause and effect in the world. 


However, as David Hume had forcefully argued, what we actually experience in cases of 
experiencing cause and effect in the world is never the efficacious force itself, the force 
which actually causes the effect, but only the event that we take to be the cause followed 
by the event which we take to be its effect. Hume had argued that when we experience 
one sort of event or occurrence being repeatedly and regularly followed by another sort of 
event, we tend to infer that the two sorts of events are causally connected, but we do not 
ever directly experience the force that connects them. 


Hume had also argued that since all of our inferences of causal connections are based on 
the observation of the constant conjunction of two types of events, there is always the 
possibility that such apparent constant conjunction will turn out upon further observation 
not to hold up. Thus, we can never be certain about any of our attributions of causality, 
neither those with respect to individual cases nor those with respect to specific laws of 
nature. 


Kant, who was intent on locating certainties that could serve as a firm foundation for a 
knowledge and science of nature, argued that there was still something absolutely cer- 
tain about causality; namely, what he called the “causal maxim,” that every event we ex- 
perience necessarily will be experienced as having a cause, even in cases in which we 
have no idea of what the cause is. Yet he did not really challenge Hume’s views relevant 
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to the attribution of specific causal connections between individual events and the formu- 
lation of particular causal laws. Thus, Kant’s view seems to be that though we are always 
absolutely sure that any event has a cause, we can never be absolutely sure about what is 
its specific cause. Kant does not really challenge Hume’s view that our specific attribu- 
tions of causality are always indirect inferences based on the experience of a repeated 
pattern of a constant conjunction between two types of events. 


Schopenhauer, in opposition to both Hume and Kant, argues that there is one case in 
which we do directly experience efficacious forces at work in the world, namely, in experi- 
encing the efficacy of our own will. On Schopenhauer’s view, in experiencing the efficacy 
of my own will to initiate and carry out actions, I do not need to infer that my will some- 
how caused me to act in that way based on the repeated experience of that sort of willing 
followed by that sort of acting. I directly experience the connectedness of the willing and 
acting in the particular case. I directly experience the efficacy of my will itself, the actual 
connection between my willing and the bodily action that I will. 


(p. 138) He argues that no experience of a repeated sequence of events or inference is in- 
volved. Moreover, he claims that I do not experience two distinct events—an act of will 
and act of the body, a cause followed by an effect—but rather one event, my willfully act- 
ing. According to him, when I, for example, willfully raise my arm, I do not experience a 
mental act of willing to raise my arm followed or even accompanied by the physical act of 
my arm going up, but rather a single action or event: me willfully raising my arm. 


Since we conceive of a causal connection as one between two distinct events, a cause and 
its effect, Schopenhauer claims that the efficacious connection between the willing and 
the bodily action is not experienced as a causal connection. Willfully acting involves my 
will and my body, not as two separate entities, but as one: my body viewed as will rather 
than as representation. 


This contrasts sharply with our experience of causality in the world outside ourselves, 
which, according to Schopenhauer, conforms to the Humean model of being based on the 
repeated experience of one kind of event followed by another, without any direct experi- 
ence of their causal connection. If this is true, then our experience of our own willing is 
different from all of our other experience in a fundamental way. It is the only direct expe- 
rience we have of an efficacious connection, of what Schopenhauer refers to as a “natural 
force,” like all those other forces that make things happen in the world.!” 


This line of argument for the uniqueness of one’s experience of one’s own will at work is 
much more promising. It does indeed seem that we experience our own willing as actual- 
ly effecting action, not just regularly preceding it. Moreover, when I raise my arm, I do 
not experience my willing as preceding the action and as distinct from it, but as occurring 
for the most part simultaneously with the action and inseparable from it.!® Moreover, I do 
not even experience two distinct, simultaneous events, a cause and an effect—my willing 
to raise my arm and my arm going up—but one: my willfully raising my arm.!? Thus, 
Schopenhauer supplies a serious challenge to Hume’s well-entrenched theory that we 
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never directly experience the sort of efficacious connection that we infer to be operative 
in individual cases of causality in the external world. 


This line of argument does not at all depend on Schopenhauer’s dubious claim that the 
experience of one’s own will is free of all or most of those distorting structures which we 
otherwise impose upon the world we confront. Rather than claiming that the experience 
of one’s own willing is free of all or most of the basic structural features of all of our oth- 
er experience, it claims only that it possesses a fundamental feature that other experi- 
ences lack. While this argument, if correct, would still show that one’s experience of 
one’s own will is fundamentally different from all of one’s other experience, it does not 
need to attempt to show that it is different in every way, or even almost every way. And 
while this argument would support the claim that this experience is epistemologically 
privileged in furnishing us with our only direct experience of a “force” of nature,” it would 
not support nor depend on the claim that it is metaphysically privileged in being free of, 
or for the most part free of, the structures that distort our other sorts of experience. 


39) 7,7 The Experience of One’s Own Will as 
the Window to the World: The Transcendental 
Thesis Versus the Metaphysical Thesis 


Having argued that it is only in the experience of our own willing that we can directly ex- 
perience a force of nature at work, Schopenhauer goes on to argue that we must under- 
stand all “forces of nature” as being varying forms of the will that we experience in our- 
selves. Given that we can never directly experience the forces of nature that we take to 
be operative in the world outside of ourselves, we must conceive of them as being some- 
how like the only force of nature that we can and do directly experience, that of our own 
will. Otherwise, he argues, we could not form any conception of them whatsoever, for our 
conception of those natural forces that we never directly experience must be based on 
the only force that we do directly experience. 


It is important to note that this argument does not in itself make any claims about the 
true nature of all natural forces but only about how we must conceive of them if we are to 
conceive of them at all. Its conclusion is, in a somewhat extended Kantian sense, a tran- 
scendental rather than a metaphysical thesis in that it does not even assert that all natur- 
al forces are in fact like the force of the will, but only that we can only conceive of them 
as such. 


But when Schopenhauer goes on to assert the metaphysical thesis, that our experience of 
our own will is an experience—indeed our only direct experience—of anything as it truly 
is in-itself and not merely as we represent it to ourselves, his theory of the will takes a 
metaphysical turn. He holds not only that the experience of one’s own will is the only pos- 
sible model for conceiving of all other efficacious forces in the world, but also our only ex- 
perience of these natural forces and of reality in general as they really are. The experi- 
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ence of one’s own will becomes our only window to the reality of the rest of the world as 
it really is “in-itself.” 


Thus, Schopenhauer ends up maintaining that the experience of one’s own will is not only 
epistemologically privileged in that it is less distorted than our other experience or that it 
uniquely provides access to certain aspects of reality, but also that it is metaphysically 
privileged in that, despite some relatively minor residual distortion, it is nevertheless on 
the whole an experience of reality as it really is and indeed our only such experience. He 
ends up arguing that the self as will is the only thing we experience fundamentally as it is 
in-itself without changing and distorting its essential nature it in the process. Schopen- 
hauer claims that this experience does not involve most of the processing, structuring, 
and consequently distorting of the world that characterizes our other experience. The 
claim that this experience is metaphysically privileged is far stronger and more problem- 
atic than the claim that it is epistemologically privileged. To show that ©. 140) an experi- 
ence is epistemologically privileged Schopenhauer has to show only that it is epistemolog- 
ically privileged in some way; that it affords some insights that no other experience does. 
If it alone affords us a direct experience of a natural force or efficacious connection in the 
world, as Schopenhauer argued, that would be sufficient to show that it is epistemologi- 
cally privileged. But even if this were so, it would not be enough to show that the experi- 
ence of one’s own will presented one with an experience of something as it really is “in-it- 
self, undistorted by any of the ways we “represent” the world in all of our other experi- 
ence. Even if the experience of one’s own will is epistemologically privileged in this way, 
it could still be fraught, not only with stubborn residues of distortions from normal repre- 
sentational experience, as Schopenhauer concedes, but with some distortional structures 
of its own. As I have tried to show, this experience seems to be fraught with most of the 
representational structures that are present in other experiences. Moreover, the experi- 
ence of the will’s efficacy itself could be a construction of a different sort. And many re- 
cent psychological studies have given us reasons to believe that our experience of our 
own acts of will and of the will’s efficacy, our experience of ourselves as acting on deci- 
sions that we have made, may well be constructions and thus to some extent illusory.?° 


But even if our experience of our own agency should turn out to be a representation that 
is to some extent illusory, it would not at all affect the validity of Schopenhauer’s tran- 
scendental thesis—that we must base our conception of all forces of nature on our experi- 
ence of our own agency—for his argument does not require that what he asserts to be the 
necessary model of all natural forces be free of construction and illusion. We still may 
have to base our conception of the forces of nature on our experiences of our own willed 
actions even if these experiences are somewhat illusory. However, his metaphysical thesis 
—that the experience of one’s own agency is not a form of representation but the only di- 
rect experience we have of something as it really is, as a “thing-in-itself”—is undermined 
by any illusory or distortive aspects of this experience, both by any residues of the dis- 
tortive structures of our ordinary experience of the external world that remain in it and 
by any illusory aspects of our sense of agency that are peculiar to it. 
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One is naturally led to ask why Schopenhauer so carelessly overlooked the illusory struc- 
tures that the experience of one’s own will seems to share with our other experiences? 
Why was Schopenhauer so quick to embrace the idea that the experience of one’s own 
will is an unconstructed and undistorted experience of something as it is “in-itself”? 


First, like other German philosophers of the time who were hell-bent on finding a way 
around Kant’s denial of the possibility of experiencing and knowing things as they really 
are in themselves, Schopenhauer might have been eager to believe that he had found a 
window to metaphysical knowledge, even where this conclusion was not fully warranted. 


Second, Schopenhauer might also have embraced his metaphysical thesis concerning the 
experience of the will more readily because of his conviction that all representations are 
characterized by exactly the same set of distortive structures. As I have previously point- 
ed out, he had supplemented and strengthened Kant’s claim that space, time, substance, 
and (.141) causality are universal and necessary features of all representations of the 
world by arguing that this set of qualities must be present as a whole, if it is to be present 
at all. 


Schopenhauer’s thesis of the inseparability and invariability of the structures of represen- 
tational experience strengthens the Kantian claim that all of them are universally and nec- 
essarily present in all representational experience of the world for it suggests that the 
presence of any of them entails the presence of all of them. But it also entails that an ex- 
perience that is free of any these structures should be free of all of them. So it predispos- 
es Schopenhauer to believe that an experience that differs with respect to any of these 
structural features must differ with respect to all of them. 


Given his starkly dichotomous view of the possible kinds of experience and his view that 
the experience of one’s own agency seems to possess a structural characteristic that 
clearly distinguishes it from our other representational experiences—namely, the pres- 
ence in it of an efficacious connection—Schopenhauer was inclined to conclude (1) that it 
is not a representation at all and thus (2) that it must be free of all of the typical struc- 
tures of representational experience. This may explain why he seems to conclude that this 
experience lacks almost all of the structural features of normal representational experi- 
ence, without carefully looking to see if this is true and even ignoring the fairly obvious 
presence of several of these structures. 


Schopenhauer tends to approach all human experience as falling into one of two possible 
basic categories: the representational experience of the world outside myself and the 
nonrepresentational experience of my own will or agency, the first constructed and conse- 
quently distorted in an unvarying manner, the second completely, or for the most part, un- 
constructed and undistorted. Given this dichotomous approach, he tended to infer from 
some features of our experience of our own agency that distinguish it from our experi- 
ences of the world outside of ourselves that it must be an experience that involves no con- 
struction and distortion—or very little. He fails to see that there may be more than one 
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way we construct our experience and that our experience of our own agency may be an- 
other way of doing this.?! 


However, these flaws in Schopenhauer’s argument for his metaphysical thesis do not at 
all negatively affect his transcendental thesis, his idea that we must conceive of all effica- 
cious connections in the world as somehow like or analogous to the connection between 
our own willing and acting, for this transcendental thesis in itself makes no metaphysical 
claims and has no metaphysical implications. It asserts nothing about the actual nature of 
the world outside of ourselves. It is a thesis about how we must understand reality, no 
matter how flawed or illusory this understanding may be, and not a thesis about the na- 
ture of reality itself.?? 


7.8 Projection Versus Panpsychism 


Schopenhauer can easily be misunderstood as advocating an objectionable “panpsychism,” 
the attribution of minds or peculiarly mental traits, like consciousness, (. 142) to beings 
who seem clearly not have them. Since, on Schopenhauer’s view, we must project from 
the experience of our own human selves to our understanding of all other entities, one 
might worry that this entails the projection of peculiarly human traits, like abstract think- 
ing or conscious deliberation, onto all other entities, other animals, plants, and even inor- 
ganic matter. But this objection would be ill-founded. Schopenhauer makes it quite clear 
that he is not arguing that we must project all the traits of our own minds and wills onto 
all other beings, but only what is essential to our willing: namely, movement or impetus 
toward some end. He makes it clear that action or movement toward some end, though 
often accompanied by consciousness and deliberation in ourselves, need not be accompa- 
nied by the same sort of consciousness or deliberation in other forms of life, and certainly 
not in the will as it manifests itself in its nonorganic forms. Schopenhauer argues that this 
striving or impetus toward some end is the essence of willing and that it can occur blind- 
ly, not requiring any direction by a mind or consciousness of any sort.?? Thus Schopen- 
hauer cannot be faulted for propounding an indefensible panpsychism that ascribes men- 
tal attributes peculiar to human beings to all other animals, plants, and even inanimate 
matter.24 


7.9 Conclusion 


Schopenhauer’s transcendental thesis that we must conceive of all efficacious connec- 
tions, all “natural forces,” as being varying forms of what we experience in ourselves as 
will, neither entails nor depends on any of his more problematic metaphysical theses 
about the true nature of all reality. And it does not entail any crude and problematic 
panpsychism that views animals, plants, and inorganic matter as having minds, con- 
sciousness, or thoughts. His transcendental thesis could be easily detached from the dubi- 
ous metaphysical speculations that accompany it in his philosophy. Considered on its own, 
it is an idea that merits serious consideration. 
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Notes: 


(1.) We shall see that Schopenhauer modulates his initial statement of this view, admit- 
ting that our experience of ourselves as will is still just a bit distorted, but much less dis- 
torted than our other experiences. 


(2.) Kant had claimed that there are fourteen of these structures that we all invariably ap- 
ply to all of our experience of the world: two “pure” forms of intuition, space and time, 
and a dozen “a priori categories or concepts of the understanding,” among which are 
causality and substance. In rejecting many of Kant’s categories as otiose, Schopenhauer 
was following in the wake of several philosophers of the time who, despite their great ad- 
miration for Kant’s basic ideas, found most of his twelve “a priori categories of the under- 
standing” to be otiose. To some of them, only substance and causality, along with space 
and time, seemed to be essential structures of the world as we experience it. 
Schopenhauer’s version of this reduction and simplification of Kant’s inventory of a priori 
structures is unusually austere in reducing this short list of four to only three: space, time 
and causality. Yet he does not really reject the idea that one of the essential features of 
the world as we experience it is that it is composed of substances, its substantiality. He 
argues rather that this substantiality is a necessary consequence of the other three struc- 
tures, not a distinct, additional structure (WWR1[p], 11). 


(3.) See Section 7.7 for a discussion of how this idea influences Schopenhauer’s views of 
the will. 


(4.) Schopenhauer’s rejection of the reality of individuation aligns him with the metaphys- 
ical views of Plato, who argued that what most truly exists are the “forms,” the natural 
types or kinds of things, not the individual exemplifications of those types. 


Schopenhauer viewed his overall philosophical project as an amalgam of Plato’s and 

Kant’s philosophies. His argument for the illusory nature of individuation exemplifies this 
project in that it depends on using a Kantian constructivism in a new way to reach Platon- 
ic conclusions. Schopenhauer’s Platonism also emerges strongly in WWR1, Book III, in his 
discussion of art and the experience of beauty, both of which he thinks involve transcend- 


Page 17 of 21 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer on the Will as the Window to the World 


ing our normal experience of a world composed of individuals toward an experience of 
the forms that are exemplified by these individuals. 


(5.) It is significant that Schopenhauer uses the word “Wirken” rather than “Handeln.” 
Handeln refers to action in a general way. Wirken refers more particularly to the effica- 
cious aspect of action. It is the substanivized form of the verb, wirken, which means to act 
on, to effect. Thus, in talking about the will’s “Wirken,” he is talking about its power to 
have effects in the world of bodies. To experience the “Wirken” of one’s own will is to ex- 
perience its efficacy on one’s own bodily action and through that on the world in general. 


(6.) Schopenhauer characterizes our consciousness of ourselves as a “twofold and com- 
pletely heterogeneous knowledge of one and the same thing” (WWRI1[p], 103). 


(7.) On the Cartesian view, such actions might simply be accounted for by defining volun- 
tary bodily actions as those accompanied or guided by a mental act of the will and invol- 
untary actions as those not so accompanied. But Schopenhauer’s views preclude this way 
of describing these sorts of acts. 


(8.) (a) One could suggest, as Schopenhauer sometimes does, that such actions are willed 
but not consciously willed, that they are vegetative or inorganic manifestations of the will 
that exist in us alongside conscious ones. But then the claims that these sorts of human 
actions are willed is no longer based on an examination of our experience of them. And 
Schopenhauer claims that his theory of the will is based on our direct experience of our 
own acts of willing. 


(b) Analogously, though I may believe that all of my acts of willing involve bodily activity, 
or that they essentially are forms of bodily activity, how I directly experience them is an- 
other matter and the one that is relevant to Schopenhauer’s claims to base his theory of 
the will on our direct experience of our own will. 


(9.) His other descriptions of this experience as “ganz anderes” (translated by Payne as 
“totally different”) and as “completely heterogeneous” suggest the more robust interpre- 
tation. 


(10.) When Schopenhauer asserts that knowing the will “only in its individual acts” and 
“not as a whole” involves an illusory distortion, he is drawing on his idea that there exists 
only a single world will—and not a plurality of individual wills. (This point is further ex- 
plained in note 12.) 


There is also, however, the question of the unity of each single personal will, which em- 
braces and unites a plurality individual acts of will. Schopenhauer does not distinguish or 
address this problem here. But since he holds that the substantial structure of the world 
of our experience (namely, the fact that it is composed of qualitatively complex but uni- 
fied substances that endure through time and change) only arises as an inevitable conse- 
quence of space, time, and causality all taken together, the disappearance of any of them 
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in our experience of our own will should have the consequence that we do not experience 
the individual personal will as a complex and enduring unity of its individual acts of will. 


However, we arguably still do experience our own individual wills not simply as a series 
of acts of volition, but as complex and enduring unities, each of which engages in a series 
of willings, that is, as a substance that wills. Moreover, since Schopenhauer has argued 
that the substantial structure of our world is the result of space, time, and causality work- 
ing together, the substantiality of the self we experience should suggest that all three of 
these distortive structures are still present and functioning in the experience of one’s own 
will. 


(11.) Schopenhauer believes that the apparent plurality of individual wills is only an illu- 
sory diffraction of a single world will created by the distorting spatio-temporal structure 
of representation. He bases this striking conclusion not on any claim that we experience 
our individual wills as part of a single world will, but only on the logical implications of 
his belief that the plurality of individual wills, indeed any plurality of any sort of individu- 
als, can only arise and indeed must arise in the omnipresent, necessary, but distortive 
grid created by space and time taken together. He does not claim that we experience the 
oneness of the world as will, but that we must infer its oneness, that is, its lack of any plu- 
rality, from the illusoriness of the spatio-temporal framework which creates all such indi- 
viduation. 


This counterintuitive thesis of the unity or nonplurality of the will is very important to 
Schopenhauer for he uses it to justify morality. He argues that the basis of the claim that 
we should treat others like oneself, which he takes to be the heart of all moral sentiment 
and action, can only be that there really is no difference between the other and oneself, 
that behind the apparent plurality of individual wills there is really just one world will. He 
holds that the only justification for the maxim that one should treat others like oneself is 
that “they” really are not distinct from oneself. 


(12.) Nevertheless, the sense of causal efficacy that attaches to the experience of one’s 
own will is still somewhat different from the sense causal determinism that structures our 
other experiences. So there still seems to be a difference between the kind of causality 
that characterizes the experience of one’s own will and the kind that characterizes one’s 
other experiences. The notion of an experience being informed by causality is not as sim- 
ple, unvarying, and monolithic as Schopenhauer, and Kant before him, present it to be. I 
suspect that the same would prove to be true of the other organizing structures of our ex- 
perience that they cite, such as space and time. 


(13.) Nowadays there is also the common experience of seeing myself in recorded im- 
ages, such as photos and videos, or hearing my recorded voice. 


(14.) Schopenhauer’s thesis that it is only in my experience of myself as will that the sub- 
ject-object polarity disappears allows and even implies that the polarity might persist 
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even in one’s other reflexive experiences of one’s other mental states, such as one’s 
awareness of one’s sensations, emotion, and thoughts. 


(15.) Schopenhauer himself indirectly acknowledges some of the murkiness surrounding 
his notion of “the object coinciding with the subject” in the experience of one’s own will 
by referring to it as a “miracle” (WWRI1[p], 102). 


(16.) While Schopenhauer argues that the experience of oneself as will is the only experi- 
ence of oneself in which the subject-object polarity is absent, he does later make the 
same claim about the aesthetic experience of art and nature, which he also presents as 
transcending, albeit in somewhat different manner, some of the structures that usually 
distort normal “representational experience” (see WWRI1, Book III). 


(17.) I use the term, efficacious connection, to avoid mis-describing the will’s connection 
to its actions as causal and to capture what is common to (1) the directly perceived con- 
nection between one’s own willing and the actions of my own body which it effects and (2) 
the connections between those causes and their effects in the world outside of myself, 
which I can never directly experience but only infer. It is this commonality that allows 
Schopenhauer to argue that we can use one of these connections to understand the other 
despite the great difference in the way we can experience and know the two of them. 


(18.) Hume had held that a fundamental feature of all causal relations is that the cause 
precedes the effect. 


(19.) For Schopenhauer, the efficacious connection between willing and acting is nota 
connection between two events, but between two aspects of the same event. 


(20.) For examples of works by philosophers who make use of such psychological studies 
and argue that notion of a self that is the unified seat of our consciousness and agency is 
a myth or illusion, see Daniel Dennett, Conscious Explained (Little Brown and Company, 
1991) and Thomas Metzinger, The Ego Tunnel: The Science of the Mind and the Myth of 
the Self (Basic Books 2009). 


(21.) It should be noted that even the presence of the structure of time in our experience 
of our own agency, which Schopenhauer does grudgingly admit, undermines his thesis 
that this set of structures must occur all together or be entirely absent. And it seriously 
calls into question his simplistic, dichotomous view that there are two and only two possi- 
ble types of experience. It is one of Nietzsche’s great contributions to have adopted the 
Kantian-Schopenhauerian constructivist position with respect to our experience and then 
further developed it by freeing it from its rigidly dichotomous form. 


(22.) Unfortunately, Schopenhauer obscures the nonmetaphysical character of his tran- 
scendental thesis by immediately attaching his metaphysical thesis to it. 


(23.) “We have first of all to get to know more intimately this inner nature of the will, so 
that we may know how to distinguish from it what belongs not to it itself, but to its phe- 
nomenon, which has many grades. ... Such for example the circumstance of its being ac- 
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companied by knowledge, and the determination by motives. ... Therefore, if I say that 
the force which attracts a stone to the earth is of its nature, in itself apart from all repre- 
sentation, will, then no one will attach to this proposition the absurd meaning that the 
stone moves itself according to a motive, because it is thus that the will appears in 

man” (WWRI1[p], 105). 


(24.) Note that I deny only that Schopenhauer advocates a panpsychism of a certain 
crude and objectionable sort. Whether he is a “panpsychist” in any sense of the term is a 
different matter. The term has been used to refer to a considerable spectrum of views, 
some ascribing only a very attenuated form or analogue of mind to all reality. Schopen- 
hauer may well be a proponent of “panpscyhism” defined in another less objectionable 
way. For a survey of the various historical and contemporary forms of “panspychism,” see 
the article on panpsychism in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. For a lively dis- 
cussion and endorsement of Schopenhauer’s “panpsychism,” see Barbara Hannan, The 
Riddle of the World: A Reconsideration of Schopenhauer’s Philosophy (Oxford, 2009, ch. 
2). Some may find Schopenhauer’s idea of a striving or impetus devoid of any conscious- 
ness to be itself problematic. However, the potential problem with it is not that it pro- 
motes panpsychism, but, on the contrary, that it fails to limit striving, which seems to be 
an exclusively psychic phenomenon, to its appropriate psychic realm. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


Freedom is the focus of the first of the writings included in The Two Fundamental Prob- 
lems of Ethics. The attention that Schopenhauer devotes to the subject does not stop 
here, however, since freedom appears recurrently in different parts of his system. It is 
linked to his theory of knowledge, metaphysics, aesthetics, and the denial of the will. This 
chapter follows that track and examines the presence in different contexts of Schopen- 
hauerian thought of a freedom that is so undeniable as unexplainable. In this way will be 
shown Schopenhauer’s transition from the freedom of the voluntas to the freedom of nol- 
untas [non-willing] and the state of great liberation that occurs because the will frees it- 
self from itself. It is a transition that begins and ends at the same point: mystery 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, freedom, mystery, ethics, will 


In 1838, Schopenhauer submitted an essay for a contest that the Royal Norwegian Soci- 
ety of Sciences had established in the previous year, wherein he tried to answer the ques- 
tion of whether it is possible to prove the freedom of human will from self-consciousness. 
He won the first prize at the beginning of 1839, and, by 1841, had published his paper 
along with a second essay, “On the Basis of Morality” (Uber die Grundlage der Moral), al- 
though the latter had worse luck with the Royal Danish Society of Sciences, having re- 
ceived no prize in spite of its having been the only essay submitted. The joint publication 
was entitled The Two Fundamental Problems of Ethics, and it was the only monographic 
work on this subject that he published. 


Schopenhauer’s first essay, On the Freedom of the Human Will (Uber die Freiheit des 
menschlichen Willens), takes as its motto and conclusion the phrase La liberté est un 
mystere (freedom is a mystery). He attributed it to Malebranche, though it seems to have 
been Helvetius who used these words to describe Malebranche’s opinion.! But the mys- 
tery of freedom did not date from either Helvetius or Malebranche; it went back long be- 
fore. Since the pre-modern age, its troublesome and simultaneously undeniable character 
had become obvious, raising perplexity in those who reflected upon it. In this way, free- 
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dom had to face successively theology, science, and philosophy, coming to occupy an in- 
creasingly more exiguous and ethereal place within human consciousness. 


The great Greek and Roman thinkers set freedom as the target of their reflections in its 
individual as well as its social side, and, in this way, they inspired later Christian authors. 
However, since Saint Augustine (widely quoted in Schopenhauer’s work) the major ques- 
tion to discuss was the conflict between human freedom and the truths of faith, especially 
in relation to the problem of evil. In his fight against the Manichaean, Augustine turned to 
human freedom to avoid attributing the evil in the world to the Creator. But then he found 
himself needing to reconcile freedom with the goodness of creation, divine omnipotence, 
God’s prescience, or the need for grace—problems in .194) which he committed his 
best, providing a solution that would continue to be discussed in the centuries to come. 


In Modernity, theology yielded the protagonism to the New Science. This, driven by 
Galileo’s hypothetical-deductive method and the introduction of mathematics into the 
“book of nature”, was striving to present a universe ruled by the strictest necessity. But, 
at the same time, Modernity witnessed a second, opposing phenomenon: the demand of 
the struggle for freedom in all spheres of individual, political, and social life. As Rudiger 
Safranski says: “That is modernity: a longing for freedom and, simultaneously, an aware- 
ness of a necessity of Being shown to us by sciences.” 


Philosophy could not be oblivious to all this: it remained largely involved with the prob- 
lems of theology and continued to question the problems that occupied Saint Augustine, 
especially the “problem of theodicy”—a problem that became acute as a result of the Lis- 
bon earthquake of 1755. On the other hand, modern science exerted a great influence on 
philosophy, which, still unrecovered from the Renaissance crisis, set knowledge up as its 
central problem and gave rise to rationalism, which sought to operate more mathematico 
and impose deductive inference as the only method of the knowledge. 


With this background, it is not surprising that freedom appears clad with mystery 
throughout the entire Schopenhauerian treatise. Moreover, bearing in mind that 
Schopenhauer is the forerunner of contemporary irrationalism, which holds that ques- 
tions of greater relevance to human life are beyond the reach of reason and dwell in the 
realm of what, as Wittgenstein would say, cannot be expressed or explained but only 
shown: namely, the metaphysical meaning of the world. But precisely because of this, it is 
not surprising that freedom appears not only in Schopenhauer’s ethics, but also in the dif- 
ferent chapters of his system, from the theory of knowledge to his metaphysics, and from 
his aesthetics to the denial of will, always accompanied by the same evident and inexplic- 
able character. From this conviction, I will examine the different contexts in which free- 
dom emerges and the different configurations it adopts in a journey that, like that of 
Schopenhauer’s own treatise, begins as it ends: in the mystery of freedom. 


The treatise On the Freedom of the Human Will (FW) is the center of reference of our ex- 
amination and will require special attention. From there, we examine the role of freedom 
in other chapters of the Schopenhauerian system. 
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11.1 Freedom and the Principle of Sufficient 
Reason 


On the Freedom of the Human Will addresses the problem of freedom from the stand- 
point of the theory of knowledge and focuses on developing relationships (or, better, the 
conflict) between a model of knowledge governed by the principle of sufficient reason 
(PSR) and the awareness that each one has to be the agent of his or her actions. So it is 

(vp. 195) not surprising that it has as antecedent and as an assumption the dissertation 
that Schopenhauer wrote as a doctoral thesis and that took the name of On the Fourfold 
Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason. There Schopenhauer presents the PSR as the 
law that governs without exception, the linking of all our representations or, in other 
words, all possible objects for a subject. These representations can be of four kinds: (1) 
complete empirical representations, (2) abstract representations (concepts), (3) pure in- 
tuitions (space and time), and (4) acts of will. 


In view of this fourfold division, Schopenhauer establishes the roots upon which this uni- 
versal principle is based. Despite its different configurations, it retains the same validity 
and applies with the same necessity: (1) the PSR of becoming (causality), (2) that of 
knowing, (3) that of being in space and time, and (4) that of wanting or law of motivation. 
It is precisely this latter law with its corresponding representations (the acts of will) that 
constitutes the focus of the treatise on freedom. 


In fact, the dissertation is more than a merely preliminary foundation: rather, we can say 
that everything Schopenhauer says about the freedom of human actions is already decid- 
ed in it. Thus in §49, entitled Necessity, it is said: “The principle of sufficient reason in all 
of its forms is the sole principle and the sole support of any and all necessity... .For being 
necessary can never mean anything other than following from a given ground. ... Being 
necessary and following from a given ground are convertible concepts” (FR, 146). The 
four types of necessity corresponding to the forms of the principle are listed here, the last 
of which is “moral necessity, according to which any human being, and even any animal, 
upon the appearance of a motive, must carry out the only action which is in conformity 
with his innate and inalterable character” (FR, 147). 


From there, On the Freedom of the Human Will begins by stating the negative character 
of the concept of freedom: by this term, we mean only the absence of obstacles. In the 
case of physical freedom (freedom of actions), this negative character can be translated 
into a positive one: being free would mean that one can do what one wants; that is, act 
according to one’s will. But this is not the case with moral freedom (that of the will itself), 
which is the focus here, granted that we would be led to a tautological concept of free- 
dom that would be expressed as “I can want what I want.” 


Faced with this difficulty, Schopenhauer resorts to the premises set forth in the disserta- 
tion to define freedom as “the absence of all necessity” and to reproduce his earlier defin- 
ition of what is necessary as “that which follows from a given sufficient ground” (FWic}, 
38). Since “the contingent? will be considered to be the opposite of necessity,” it follows 
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that “the free, the distinguishing mark of which is absence of necessity, must simply be 
independent of any cause, whereby the absolutely contingent will be defined” (FWjc}, 39). 


We see, then, that Schopenhauer does not hesitate to immediately link the PSR with ne- 
cessity, converting sufficient reason into forced reason and then opposing it to free ac- 
tion. But this approach is not new, for it appears—albeit implicitly—already since the be- 
ginning of the Modern Age, although it is Schopenhauer who uncovers it unequivocally. 
Hence, to properly understand the approach of our philosopher it is necessary that we go 
back to those who preceded him. 


(p. 196) The PSR has always operated, in one way or another, not only in philosophy but 
also in the most elementary reasonings and human actions. But it is from the Modern Age 
that it acquires a special relevance and is introduced as a guest of honor in philosophy, 
hand in hand with the rationalists, who affirm it with great emphasis and make it a fa- 
vorite object of their reflections. The cause of this sudden interest on that principle, 
which until then had been so neglected because of its obviousness, can be intuited if we 
consider the double meaning that the term “reason” has in languages such as English, 
Latin (ratio), French (raison), and Spanish (razon). In fact, it means either the ground or 
reason for being of something (assimilable in some cases to the cause), or the superior 
faculty of the person who characterizes it as such. As it is known, in German, these two 
meanings have two clearly differentiated terms: Grund for the first and Vernunft for the 
second. 


It is clear that the PSR refers to the first meaning. But the fact that language allows us to 
designate with the same term two things at first sight so different indicates that between 
them there is a close kinship. This was especially noticed by rationalists, which is why 
they made the PSR one of their banners. 


Actually, the relationship between the Grund and the Vernunft constitutes the nucleus of 
the rationalist postulate of the equivalence of the logical and ontological order, or the 
identity of the ordo rerum and the ordo idearum, which can be expressed in the idea of in- 
telligibility or rationality of reality. For the latter is based on the fact that the model of the 
logical connection of ideas is the same as the ontological connection of phenomena; 
namely, the model of reason and consequence. The possibility of a rational explanation of 
reality demands that the course of the real can be reproduced by the order of reason, so 
that to the logical inference from one idea to another corresponds the causal sequence of 
phenomena, not being both more than two different versions of the connection between 
reason and consequence. Thus, the PSR is presented as the guarantor of the rationality of 
the real, insofar as it is only explicable by reason (Vernunft) that for which a reason 
(Grund), that is, a foundation, can be found. In this way, the irrational would be the ran- 
dom, that for which no foundation can be pointed out, and therefore no explanation at all. 


But that of rationalism is not any Reason, but just the deductive Reason, the only one that 
can Satisfy the ideal of apodictic and complete knowledge. And that means demanding of 

PSR much more than what itself contains. If we examine its various formulations (includ- 

ing that of Schopenhauer, which adopts that of Christian Wolff), we see that the only 
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thing that it demands is that everything that happens has “a why” whose relevance is 
greater than the mere “just because” and is enough to account for what happened. That 
is to say, every phenomenon has a foundation that explains it, and nothing originates, so 
to speak, by magic. This is why Leibniz called it, in a letter to Nikolaus Hartsoeker, le 
grand principe du pourquoi.* 


Thus, the PSR simply endorses the possibility of making an inductive inference from a 
phenomenon to its raison d’étre, from explicandum to explicans. But that is not enough 
for the foundation of the certain knowledge that rationalism claims. It is not only a ques- 
tion of explaining B as a consequence of A; it must be ensured that, given A, it will have 

(p. 197) to be given B and only B. In other words: the certainty of knowledge requires that 
the inductive inference from the consequence to the ground, the only requirement estab- 
lished by the PSR, becomes a deduction from the ground to the consequence and, there- 
fore, a logical implication. But that means including in the PSR the idea of necessity. So 
that every sufficient reason is at the same time a determinant or forced reason, and, con- 
versely, no reason that is not determinative will be a sufficient reason nor, ultimately, rea- 
son at all. 


The scope of all this related to the problem of moral freedom is easy to see: if at first free- 
dom was opposed to necessity, and if the PSR and the rationality attached to it were op- 
posed to chance and irrationality, respectively, now oppositions intersect. When introduc- 
ing the need in the PSR and in the idea of the rational, both remain faced with freedom 
and this, in turn, is identified with what is random and totally irrational. The free is now 
simply what has no reason to be because, if it had, that reason would be determinant. 
This new approach, which is clearly and bluntly expressed in Schopenhauer’s conceptual 
definitions, confronts several modern thinkers, from Descartes to Kant, with the arduous 
task of reconciling need and freedom. Only Spinoza and Hume are free of this problem, 
but for opposed reasons: Spinoza because he inscribes everything in the domain of neces- 
sity and reduces freedom to a mere power of understanding, consisting in the knowledge 
of the necessity that governs us; Hume because he does not need to sacrifice anything to 
knowledge since knowledge has been sacrificed beforehand.° 


Descartes seems to avoid as far as possible the problem of freedom, and, on the few occa- 
sions when he deals with it, he does so preferentially with respect to the use of under- 
standing and not to moral action. Moreover, his reflections do not go much further than 
considering the freedom of the will as an obvious fact® or conceiving the degrees of free- 
dom in terms of indifference: “The will simply consists in our ability to do or not do some- 
thing ... such that we do not feel we are determined by any external force. ... But the in- 
difference I feel when there is no reason pushing me in one direction rather than another 
is the lowest grade of freedom.”” 


Perhaps because he is a great theorist of the PSR, it is Leibniz who, with the greatest de- 
termination, strives to reconcile the principle with free actions. Consistent with his ratio- 
nalism, he expressly converts sufficient reason into a determining reason while attempt- 
ing to found a freedom that is not at odds with rationality. 
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The starting point for this is the rejection of a freedom understood as absolute indetermi- 
nation: the famous liberum arbitrium indifferentiae; this point with which, by the way, 
Schopenhauer will fully agree. For Leibniz, the freedom of a rational being not only ex- 
cludes but requires determination, though not any kind of determination, but only that of 
Reason (Vernunft). According to this, free actions are those that have their sufficient and 
determinant reason (Grund) in Reason (Vernunft). Freedom is rational determination or, 
in Leibniz’s words, “spontaneity according to Reason.” To avoid the need this implies, 
Leibniz introduces the notion of inclining or predominant reasons which do not compel 
the will but incline it in a particular direction. With these inclining reasons we return to 
the previous “weak” version of the PSR, but limited to human actions, ©. 198) while the 
events of the natural world are still ruled by necessity. Thus, Leibniz seeks to reconcile 
need and freedom, but the problem shifts to another place: how to justify that duplicity of 
reasons and different applications of the PSR. 


We see how the gnoseological demands of rationalism leave the possibility of freedom in a 
very precarious situation. Kant, on the other hand, is not willing to give up on the preten- 
sions of scientific knowledge and follows the path of rationalists, albeit using the new re- 
sources provided by transcendental idealism. In it, the PSR acquires a validity unknown 
until then, by means of becoming, no longer a necessary law of the objects but even a 
condition of them: “Thus the principle of sufficient reason is the ground of possible expe- 
rience, namely the objective cognition of appearances with regard to their relation in the 
successive series of time.”® The law of causality governs without exception or qualifica- 
tion within the scope of all phenomena, including human actions, which could be calculat- 
ed with the same certainty as the eclipse of the moon or sun on the condition that the em- 
pirical character of a person and the motives that act upon that person should be ab- 
solutely known. 


Kant finds no snag at not making room for freedom in a world governed by necessity be- 
cause he has another world to locate it in: the intelligible world. This is reflected in the 
inspired pages of the Third Antinomy,!° where he explains the possibility of reconciling 
causality through freedom with the universal law of natural necessity and establishes the 
famous distinction between the empirical character and the intelligible character that lat- 
er plays an important role in Schopenhauer’s thought. With this Kant solves many of the 
problems that his predecessors had raised, albeit at the cost of raising new ones.!! 


11.2 From Operari to Esse 


After this brief journey through some predecessors, we find the paradox that is precisely 
Schopenhauer, the great irrationalist and the outspoken defender of experience, who car- 
ries to its ultimate consequences one of the central theses of rationalism (which Rational- 
ists had never done), although he does so by relying on some of the results of his teacher, 
Kant. Following the line marked by both, Schopenhauer assumes the conception of suffi- 
cient reason as forced reason and its opposition to freedom. From there, he maintains 
that acts of will, like any other phenomena, are subject without exception to the PSR, 
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which in this case appears as a law of motivation and dictates that no act of the will origi- 
nates without a sufficient reason. Once the motive is given, however, the act of the will 
occurs in a necessary way. Motivation is defined as “causality that occurs through cogni- 
tion” (FWjc}, 59) and supposes a maximum distance and disproportion between cause and 
effect, but in no way a diminution of the necessity with which the cause acts: “ ... as little 
as a ball on a billiard table can be set into movement before it receives a nudge, just so 
little can a man rise from his chair before a motive draws him away or compels him, but 
then his arising is as necessary and inevitable as the roll of a ball upon a nudge” (FWjc}, 
70). 


(vp. 199) Schopenhauer is thus in a position to respond properly to the question posed by 
the Royal Society: selfconsciousness can do no more than hold on to the statement, “I 
can do what I will”; it speaks only of the relation of his doing to his willing. But this is a 
mere physical freedom, the freedom of doing (FWjc}, 52). Only the consciousness of other 
things is capable of pronouncing on moral freedom (of wanting), and it does it categori- 
cally: “You can do what you will: but in any given moment of your life, you can only will 
one definite thing and absolutely nothing other than this one” (FWjc}, 52). 


So, I cannot will what I want: my willing is determined by the causes (motives) that are 
presented at any moment, but not only by them: for, just as the efficacy of causes and 
stimuli supposes the natural force that manifests itself in each body, so the action of mo- 
tives has an assumption: character, which is the specially and individually determined na- 
ture of the will in each person and configures the receptivity to motives. Schopenhauer 
characterizes it as individual, empirical, constant, and innate. But this empirical charac- 
ter has as its condition and foundation the intelligible character, that is, the will as thing 
in itself, which transcends the phenomenon and its forms. And just as Schopenhauer 
takes from Kant the distinction between empirical and intelligible character, he adopts a 
scholastic maxim to express the necessity of a person’s will: operari sequitur esse. Our 
acts of will are not a first principle but the necessary manifestation of what we are 
(FWicy, 73ff). 


In this way the PSR expels freedom from the scope of the phenomenon and clears the way 
to natural necessity. But although the answer has been reached, Schopenhauer’s treatise 
does not end here. For he knows that no matter how much freedom is attacked, it re- 
mains knocking at the door of our consciousness in the form of a peculiar fact: “This is 
the perfectly clear and certain feeling of responsibility for that which we do, of account- 
ability for our actions, resting on the unshakeable certainty that we ourselves are the do- 
ers of our deeds” (FWjc}, 112). It is that fact of consciousness—moral responsibility—that 
puts us on the track of “true moral freedom, which is of a higher sort” (FWjc}, 112). As 
has been said, even when the motive necessarily acts, it does so only under the assump- 
tion of character. So the motive would not have been effective and the action would not 
have occurred if the character in question had been another. Guilt or merit do not really 
address what we do, but what we are, even though we are only aware of what we are 
from what we do. And since where responsibility lies freedom must also be located, this 
not a property of an individual’s action, but of the intelligible character that constitutes 
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the individual’s essential being. Thus, moral freedom can only exist as transcendental 
freedom in an intelligible world in which the PSR is not in force. 


At this point, we can appreciate that Schopenhauer’s posture poses more problems than 
it solves. To mention only a few, we can first wonder to what extent we can speak of moral 
imputability where the PSR is no longer valid, for responsibility and with it, freedom, ex- 
cludes not only the necessary causality, but also the absence of all causality. One is not re- 
sponsible for what one has been forced into, nor for what has simply happened to one. In 
other words, responsibility (and with it, freedom) is opposed to necessity, but not to a 
lesser extent to chance. Schopenhauer intends to resolve this by transferring the . 200) 
imputability of acts to the esse, but, as we shall see, it merely increases the problem and 
turns freedom into pure irrationality. 


Furthermore, it is questionable how Schopenhauer articulates the relationship of the em- 
pirical to the intelligible character. Thus, on the one hand, we cope with a character that 
is depicted as individual, empirical, constant, and innate: it is clear that such a character 
has to belong to the world of experience (and therefore of necessity), thus constituting 
the phenomenal esse of man, which would be the manifestation or objectification of the 
intelligible character. The problem arises when Schopenhauer speaks of virtue and vice in 
a clearly moral sense and relates them to the empirical character, attributing to them the 
same innate nature of this (FWjc}, 78). So, how could morality derive from the empirical? 
Later, when he approaches transcendental freedom, the individual’s esse is no longer the 
empirical character, but the intelligible one. This is the true subject to which guilt or mer- 
it and, therefore, freedom are imputed. But this intelligible character (and this is where 
the problem becomes acute) is conceived as different in different individuals. 


The ethical difference of characters, to which is dedicated §20 in the second treatise, is 
one of the pillars of Schopenhauer’s ethics: on it is based his rejection of the liberum arbi- 
trium indifferentiae, and it explains the great difference that exists in the moral conduct 
of people. But this difference comes into direct conflict with transcendental idealism inso- 
far as it affects something that transcends the forms of the phenomenon and is therefore 
alien to the principium individuationis; namely, the moral character. Schopenhauer is 
aware of the problem and has no qualms about confessing it. This can be seen in the 
Manuscripts of 1833, where he wonders about the root of ethical diversity, concluding by 
saying: “Perhaps there will come someone behind me to enlighten and clarify that 

abyss” (MR4, 193-94). 


Years later, in the second volume of Parerga and Paralipomena, Schopenhauer abounds in 
the subject to more explicitly recognize the limits of his explanation: “that individuality 
does not rest solely on the principium individuationis and so is not through and through 
mere phenomenon, but that it is rooted in the thing-in-itself, the will of the individual; for 
his character itself is individual. But how far down its roots here go, is one of those ques- 
tions which I do not undertake to answer” (PP2;p), 227). And presently, after recognizing 
the “immeasurable difference of the inborn moral dispositions of individuals” (PP2;p}, 
229), he adds to the mystery of freedom that of the ethical difference of characters: “That 
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we are so fundamentally different in this main point is, however, a great problem and in- 
deed a mystery” (PP2/pj, 229). 


The third problematic point is the attribution of the freedom to the esse on the part of 
Schopenhauer. Two questions immediately arise: 


1. If freedom is in the esse, should not responsibility fall exclusively on the author of 
being? 

2. According to Schopenhauer, we are and feel responsible for who we are; that is 
character. But could we really have been others? This question, however, cannot re- 
ceive a full answer until later, when we refer to the denial of the will. 


(p. 201) The first point, however, presents no difficulty to Schopenhauer, who responds 
with a resounding yes: according to the operari sequitur esse, we can only be and feel re- 
sponsible for what we are. But this in turn is only possible insofar as our own being is our 
work: if we were mere creatures, then guilt and merit for our being and our acts would 
ultimately have to go back to our Creator, just as, if the clock is malfunctioning, the clock- 
maker is responsible. Henceforth, the consequence is self-evident: the freedom of the will 
has as its condition its aseity. 


I freely admit that to think of the moral responsibility of the human will without its 
aseity exceeds my power of comprehension. ... The responsibility falls back on the 
one ... whose work is the person with such inclinations. For this reason, the per- 
son is responsible for his doings only in the case that he himself is his own work, 
i.e., has aseity. (FWjc}, 96-97) 


Thus, we find here a striking paradox from the historical point of view: if until now the ex- 
istence of a Creator God had been an indispensable foundation of morality, either as a 
dogma or as a postulate of moral praxis, it now becomes an incompatible assumption with 
human morality itself. And religion not only becomes unable to ground an ethic, but clos- 
es the way. 


Freedom has become omnipotence, as the young Schopenhauer’s program statement 
said: “So far, philosophers have made great efforts to teach freedom of will: I, however, 
will teach the omnipotence of the will” (HN1, 239). But, also, the subject of freedom has 
been transformed: it is evident that the will of which we speak here is no longer the one 
for whose liberty the Norwegian Academy asked. The creature has become Creator, and 
being free is not equivalent simply to not being constrained, but to be owner and master 
of all reality. Here echo the famous words of Friedrich Schlegel: “Man is free whenever 
he produces or manifests God, and through this he becomes immortal.”!* Freedom ceases 
to be human freedom to become the property of an absolute being that reminds us of the 
God of Spinoza. Not in vain does Schopenhauer quote the Dutch thinker to support his 
conception of freedom as aseity (FWjc}, 96). But it is not precisely a God governed by the 
geometrical order that we are going to find, but a thing in itself ruled by chaos, confu- 
sion, and absurdity. 
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We have thus reached the point where freedom has left the ethical ground to enter into 
metaphysics. It is no longer acting or wanting what is at stake, but the being of the world, 
which depends entirely on the will. For here lies precisely its omnipotence: that from it 
comes, not only its action, but also its world.'? This way, we are led from the mystery of 
freedom to the enigma of the world and existence that philosophy seeks to decipher. The 
question about the human will ends in the will as a thing in itself, the essence and nucle- 
us of all that exists. The freedom of that metaphysical will is simply that it lacks reason, 
purpose, and target since it is beyond the forms of the phenomenon and the PSR. To that 
is finally reduced the intelligible freedom: to the irrationality of a thing in itself that is 
anything but intelligible. 


(p. 202) Certainly, the will unveils the enigma of our own essence and that of the world 
through the inner experience of our own body. But from there, what it offers us is dark- 
ness, contradictions, and unreason; not in vain, its freedom and omnipotence coincide 
with its irrationality. But it offers us even more: because that of the will has nothing to do 
with the idyllic life of a deity installed in his particular Eden, but with an eternal damna- 
tion to dissatisfaction; it is a will that “must live on itself, since nothing exists besides it, 
and it is a hungry will” (WWR1)p), 154). 


We see how freedom shows us its worst face here: it is a will that fights itself through its 
phenomena, generating all the pain of the world. In its omnipotence, it is incapable even 
of willing, because its willing is in the end only a mere privation, which, in its irrationality, 
does not admit questions of any kind because it transcends the domain of PSR, the only 
one containing reasons and answers. Now the only reason is the absence of reason 
(WWR2, 640-41). However, things do not end here. For Schopenhauer still presents us a 
new aspect of freedom: that which passes through knowing. 


11.3 Freedom Through Knowledge 


We have seen that for Schopenhauer necessity is tied to the domain of theoretical knowl- 
edge of the Reason, whereas freedom is linked to the mere absence of reason. The world 
of phenomena, ruled by the PSR, delimits the “demonstrable fatalism” with respect to na- 
ture; this can in turn be completed and surmounted by a “transcendent fatalism” that 
finds internal planning and need in the lives of individuals (PP1;p), 202-205). Beyond this 
world, a freedom understood as aseity, irrationality, and lack of foundation prevails. How- 
ever, in Books III and IV of The World as Will and Representation, the Schopenhauerian 
perspective of the topic gives a radical twist and we are shown a freedom that to a great 
extent contradicts the theses developed previously—the freedom that passes through 
knowledge. But, of course, this is not knowing through the PSR, devoted to where, when, 
and why, but that which refers to the “what” of things and from which philosophy, art, 
and the liberation of the world are born (WWR1)p), 274). Here we will not speak so much 
about freedom of the will as about freedom from the will: in the first case it is the pure 
subject of knowledge that is freed from the servitude of the will; in the second, it is the 
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will itself that frees itself from its own contradiction thanks to knowledge, arriving at its 
own self-denial. 


In art, in fact, we are shown a cognitive subject—the genius—involuntary but free, be- 
cause its intelligence has managed to emancipate itself from the servitude of the will. Let 
us recall that for Schopenhauer knowledge has a secondary nature; the original is the 
will, which generates knowledge as an instrument and puts it at its service to be provided 
with motives for its wanting. 


However, there are individuals whose cognitive forces exceed the measure necessary for 
that service, so that they can temporarily cease to fulfill their mission to devote them- 
selves to the pure contemplation of things and to grasp in them their eternal forms: 

(p. 203) namely, Platonic Ideas. That is aesthetic experience, and its subject is “the man of 
genius, whose power of knowledge is, through its excess, withdrawn for a part of his time 
from the service of his will, dwells on the consideration of life itself, strives to grasp the 
Idea of each thing, not its relations to other things” (WWR1)p), 188). A man of genius is 
doubly free, both from the objective and the subjective point of view: genius is free from 
natural necessity because it contemplates Ideas, which are not subject to the PSR nor to 
the forms of the object. Genius is also free from the subjective point of view because it 
has freed itself from the servitude of the will. Anyone who contemplates Ideas is no 
longer an individual subject, yielding to the pains of existence, but the pure subject of 
knowledge, the unique eye of the world (WWR1)p), 197-98). And just as before freedom 
presented its worst face, now we find the opposite: the enjoyment of contemplation not 
disturbed by the agitations of the will nor touched by the horror of existence. That is why 
art has something of catharthis in Schopenhauer, since in it the will presents its “friendly 
face” and allows us to contemplate it and its objectifications, purified of its radical evil.'4 


The freedom provided by art and the knowledge from which it is derived is, as it happens 
in ethics, as undeniable as it is inexplicable. The contemplation of Ideas and—in the case 
of music—of the will itself has as irrefutable proof the work of art, which is also the 
means by which the genius tries to transmit to us, as much as possible, that knowledge 
given to few. But how the man of genius comes to that state and what that knowledge 
consists in is something that neither he nor anyone else can account for. Here we are con- 
fronted with intuitive knowledge, not with the concept, which is as sterile for art as for 
ethics; hence, neither genius nor virtue can be taught (WWR1)p), 206, 271). The capture 
of Platonic Ideas possessed by genius is no exception to the rule that no intuition is com- 
municable. At most, we can approach that uptake according to the measure of our intel- 
lectual capacities thanks to the work of art. But that approach will never be complete be- 
cause only a genius can have ears for the wisdom that the work of art pretends to tell. 
That is why “the most excellent works of any art, the noblest productions of genius, must 
eternally remain sealed books to the dull majority of men, and are inaccessible to them. 
They are separated from them by a wide gulf, just as the society of princes is inaccessible 
to the common people” (WWR1)p), 234). 
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The work of art brings together the evidence and the mystery of art: it is proof of the 
artist’s intuition but, at the same time, contains within itself the secret that none of the 
other humans are capable of deciphering. A similar role is played by moral goodness and 
asceticism, as they appear in the fourth book of The World as Will and Representation. 
And, analogous to that of art, it is also the source from which both sprout: intuitive knowl- 
edge, in which the will reaches full self-consciousness and can achieve self-denial 
(WWR1)p}, 288). 


Contemplation, as we have seen, frees the genius both from the PSR and from the servi- 
tude of the will. But this release is transient. Full and definitive freedom is only achieved 
by the practical route, which presents two stages: moral goodness and denial of the will. 


If freedom is mysterious in Schopenhauer, no less is it the source and foundation in which 
he places moral goodness: compassion. It is “the great mystery of ethics” (BMjcj, ©. 204 
213, 231, 270), the original phenomenon from which all actions of moral value are born 
and which, despite its evidence, is absolutely inexplicable. Compassion arises from some 
knowledge analogous to art, which transcends the forms of the phenomenon. But it is not 
Ideas that are now captured, but the essential identity of all beings, once man pierces the 
barriers of individuality and tears the “Veil of Maya.” Then the other is not “Not-I”, but “I 
once more” (BMjc}, 269), and their pleasure or pain may be reasons for my wanting exact- 
ly like mine. 


The second fundamental difference with art is that the knowledge reached here does not 
provide any kind of pleasure; on the contrary, the individual knows and appropriates the 
pain of all beings and a horror is born in him toward the will that causes it, which in some 
cases reaches a final liberation namely, the denial of the will. 


Now is the time to return to the question that we left in abeyance: could we have been 
others? If this means that a person is able to choose how he or she wants to be, as some 
old theories suggest, Schopenhauer’s answer is no, since in that case knowledge would 
have to be prior to the will, when it is just the other way around. For him, on the contrary, 
the individual: 


‘is his own work prior to all knowledge, and knowledge is merely added to illumi- 
nate it. Therefore he cannot decide to be this or that; also he cannot become an- 
other person, but he is once for all, and subsequently knows what he is. With those 
other thinkers, he wills what he knows; with me he knows what he wills.” 
(WWR1)p}, 293) 


However, there is something in which the individual is able to choose, at least in some 
cases: it is choosing between wanting or not wanting. That is what the liberty of esse 
ultimately points to: namely, the possibility of continuing to affirm the will or deny it. The 
latter is the path of asceticism. Asceticism starts from the same knowledge that gives rise 
to compassion and goes a step beyond, since it is not confined to seek the good of others, 
but proposes the direct and intentional denial of the will in the phenomenon of oneself: 
the body. In it the will, enlightened by knowledge, notices the vanity of its endeavors and, 
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so to speak, “throws in the towel,” and opts for the path of nothingness rather than con- 
tinuing to engage in a wanting that only perpetuates an irremediable absurdity. This is 
the transition from the freedom of the voluntas to the freedom of noluntas [non-willing] 
and the state of the great liberation: because it is the will that frees itself from itself. 


This transition from the state of nature to the order of salvation is to Schopenhauer’s eyes 
the only occasion in which freedom manifests itself in the phenomenon (WWR1)p), 288). 
Although rare, its evidence is, if anything, greater than that of art and morality. To prove 
it there are numerous cases that appear above all in the asceticism and mystique of 
Christianity and the great Eastern religions. These conquerors of the world are then left 
only as pure knowing beings, as the undimmed mirror of the world. Nothing can distress 
or alarm them any more; nothing can any longer move them (WWR1)p, 390). They have 
reached the highest wisdom but cannot transmit it because their state is only accessible 
to their own incommunicable experience (WWR1)p), 410). 


The cycle of freedom is thus definitively closed: the mystery of freedom which Schopen- 
hauer echoed in his essay ends up finally revealing itself as identical with the ©. 205) or- 
der of salvation and grace—“now we unexpectedly see both coincide into one and can un- 
derstand in what sense the admirable Malebranche could say: “La liberté est un 
mystere,” and he was right. For just what the Christian mystics call the effect of grace 
and the new birth, is for us the only direct expression of the freedom of the will. ... Neces- 
sity is the kingdom of nature; freedom is the kingdom of grace” (WWR1)p), 404). 


Further Reading 
Hubscher, Arthur. “La liberté est un mystére.” Schopenhauer-Jahrbuch 45 (1964): 26-30. 


Janaway, Christopher. “Necessity, Responsibility and Character: Schopenhauer on Free- 
dom of the Will.” Kantian Review 17, no. 3 (November 2012): 431-57. 


Ldépez de Santa Maria, Pilar. “Art as Catharsis in Arthur Schopenhauer.” Schopenhauer 
Jahrbuch 73 (1992): 159-62. 


Safranski, Rudiger. Schopenhauer and the Wild Years of Philosophy. Translated by Ewald 
Osers. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991. 


Notes: 


(1.) See Arthur Hubscher, “La liberté est un mystére,” Schopenhauer-Jahrbuch 45 (1964), 
26-30. 


(2.) Rudiger Safranski, Schopenhauer and the Wild Years of Philosophy, translated by 
Ewald Osers (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), 309. 


(3.) It should be noted that the German term zufadllig employed by Schopenhauer means 
“contingent” or “casual,” which has important implications for the concept of freedom 
that we cannot explore more deeply here. 
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(4.) G. W. Leibniz, Letter to Harsoecker, July 12, 1711, in Die philosophischen Schriften 
von Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, herausg. von C. J. Gerhardt, III, 529 (Berlin: Weidmann, 
1875). 


(5.) Hume is in this sense the counterpoint of rationalism: on the one hand, he shares 
with the rationalists the opposition between freedom and necessity and the identification 
of the former with chance, which leads him to deny it and affirm the necessary character 
of human actions. But, on the other hand, the concept of necessity has radically changed 
here, and it is no longer a rational implication, but a union of a lively idea and a present 
impression, which is run by an associative mechanism of imagination. The Humean need 
is so weak that, far from impeding the freedom of human actions, it manages to suppress 
fatalism in nature. This is pointed out in the following words of his Treatise: “Let no one, 
therefore, put an invidious construction on my words, by saying simply, that I assert the 
necessity of human actions, and place them on the same footing with the operations of 
senseless matter. I do not ascribe to the will that unintelligible necessity, which is 
suppos’d to lie in matter. But I ascribe to matter, that intelligible quality, call it necessity 
or not, which the most rigorous orthodoxy does or must allow to belong to the will. I 
change, therefore, nothing in the receiv’d systems, with regard to the will, but only with 
regard to material objects” (David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature [Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1789], 410). 


(6.) René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, in The Philosophical Writings of 
Descartes, Vol. II, translated by John Cottingham and others (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press, 1984-85), 9. 


(7.) René Descartes, Principles of Philosophy, in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, 
vol. I, p. 40. 


(8.) Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, translated by Paul Guyer (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1998), 311, B246. 


(9.) See Critique of Practical Reason, translated by Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1996), 219. 


(10.) See Critique of Pure Reason, 535-36, B 566-67. 


(11.) Among them, and to name someone, how transcendental freedom can be conceived 
as a special kind of causality (Critique of Pure Reason, 485, B 473) when causality is a 
category of understanding that is only valid in the realm of phenomena. 


(12.) Friedrich Schlegel, [deen, in Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe. Erste Abteilung, 
Band 2, Hg. v. Ernst Behler (Paderborn, Ferdinand Schoningh, 1967), 29. 


(13.) “In the light of our whole view, the will is not only free, but even almighty; from it 
comes not only its action, but also its world; and as the will is, so does its action appear, 
so does its world appear; both are its self-knowledge and nothing more. The will deter- 
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mines itself, and therewith its action and its world also; for besides it there is nothing, 
and these are the will itself” (WWRI1[p], 272). 


(14.) See Pilar Lopez de Santa Maria, “Art as Catharsis in Arthur Schopenhauer,” 
Schopenhauer Jahrbuch 73 (1992), 159-62. 


Pilar Lopez de Santa Maria 
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hauer and Wittgenstein. Along with numerous articles, she is the author of a book on 
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ish Schopenhauer’s The Two Fundamental Problems of Ethics (Siglo XXI, 1993), The 
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Abstract and Keywords 


One aspect of Schopenhauer’s doctrine that the world is will, which can be assessed inde- 
pendently of his more ambitious metaphysical ideas, is the claim that our own agency 
provides us with a full understanding of causation which then permeates and structures 
our experience of the world in general. In this chapter, the author argues that this claim 
can be defended against Hume’s well-known objections because they are based on a voli- 
tional theory of voluntary action, which Schopenhauer rightly rejected. Schopenhauer 
quite plausibly located an immediate experience of causation between at least some kinds 
of motives and our consequent actions. However, he was wrong in suggesting that this ex- 
perience might be the source of our understanding of causation since intentional action 
already presupposes that understanding and cannot provide it. It is more plausible to ar- 
gue that an understanding of causation is derived from our bodily encounters with mater- 
ial objects. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Hume, causation, will, motives 


9.1 The World is Will 


“The World is Will” is the slogan with which Arthur Schopenhauer sums up his meta- 
physics. And metaphysics it is in the richest sense, offering an answer to the quasi-reli- 
gious quest for the meaning of life. The world-will is meant to take God’s place in an ac- 
count of the world, explaining why things are as they are and, following from that, recom- 
mending an appropriate attitude towards life and the world. However, I will not be going 
into these big issues now. I shall deal merely with some of the things Schopenhauer says 
on the way to his grand metaphysical destination. 


The first two major steps in Schopenhauer’s reasoning are these: 


1.1] am not merely an intellect: I am essentially an embodied creature with a will 
(i.e., striving to survive, to flourish, and to produce offspring). 
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2. My first-hand knowledge of willing allows me to reach a deeper understanding of 
the world as also essentially driven by will. 


The first point may seem trivial, but it was not in the historical context in which Schopen- 
hauer made it. “I am a will” (meaning: an embodied will) is a direct reply to Descartes, 
who proclaimed: “I am only a mind: an immaterial thinking thing”—a claim that was wide- 
ly accepted among post-Cartesian philosophers. The British Empiricists, and Kant, too, 
tended to regard a human being as essentially just a mind. But Schopenhauer’s merit 
here is not just that he gave a timely reminder of what should have been obvious anyway. 
He did not merely say that we have a body and non-rational desires; he argued that ratio- 
nality is not at the core of human nature. He assembled an _ (. 162) impressive array of ob- 
servations to show that our nature and character are to a far lesser degree governed by 
our intellect than was commonly assumed. 


Schopenhauer’s second step (from “I am will” to “the world is will”) is more problematic. 
It seems quite appropriate as far as the animal kingdom is concerned. In fact, wildlife is 
the area where Schopenhauer’s vision of perennial strife and struggle appears most obvi- 
ously correct. But to maintain that even vegetable life and the forces of inanimate nature 
manifest a will looks like a blatant instance of (what Ruskin called) the pathetic fallacy: 
the projection of our emotions into our environment. Schopenhauer’s apparent determi- 
nation to commit that fallacy is neatly expressed in this passage: 


Spinoza says that if a stone projected through the air had consciousness, it would 
imagine it was flying of its own will. I add merely that the stone would be right. 
(WWRI1)p}, 126) 


And Schopenhauer goes on, unblushingly, to apply psychological terms like “persistence,” 
“determination,” “keen desire,” or “longing” [Sehnsucht] to inanimate things such as 
magnets, pieces of iron, or electric poles (WWR1)p), 117f). Of course in poetry, the pathet- 
ic fallacy is not a fallacy at all; it is an effective means of expressing a subject’s feelings 
towards the world. But it would appear to be a fallacy in philosophy—unless philosophy, 
too, is regarded as a kind of poetry, distinguished from other poetry perhaps by a more 
austere form and a more abstract subject matter. Occasionally, Schopenhauer expressed 
such a view. And it is noteworthy that among his most famous admirers were novelists, 
such as Tolstoy, Hardy, Proust, and Mann, who admired him as a poet-philosopher; as 
someone who offered a comprehensive picture of the world that allows one to redescribe 
a great many phenomena in an illuminating, satisfying, or at any rate stimulating way. 


However, what makes Schopenhauer particularly interesting is that, besides being an em- 
inent example of a poet-philosopher, there is also a good deal of the analytical philoso- 
pher in him. And his doctrine that the world is will is a case in point. 


On closer inspection, it is not as fancifully animistic as it might at first appear. For 
Schopenhauer makes it quite clear that the will he sees active in inanimate nature is not 
conscious will:. 
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[I]f I say that the force which attracts a stone to the earth is of its nature ... will, 
then no one will attach to this proposition the absurd meaning that the stone 
moves itself according to a known motive, because it is thus that the will appears 
inman. (WWR1)p), 105) 


The will that pervades the whole world is, in itself, just a blind force. Only in animals this 
force is conjoined with consciousness or (in human beings) even with self-consciousness. 
Why, then, does Schopenhauer not simply say: “The world is force, or energy,” thus avoid- 
ing the pathetic fallacy?—Because (he explains in WWR1)/p;, 111-12) he wants to make a 
point about the origin of some of our understanding of the world. The point is . 163) that 
from an experience of our voluntary actions we learn to understand how things happen in 
the world, and not the other way round. But what exactly is it that our actions can teach 
us about events in the world? — They provide us with a concept, or full understanding, of 
causation: 


I say we recognize first the identical essence of causality in the different forms it 
must assume at the different levels ... [Then we consider the case] when we our- 
selves are the ones moved and so we know the inner nature of the process inti- 
mately and thoroughly ... , if we connect this new internal cognition with the ex- 
ternal cognition, its key, we will recognize ... the identity of our will with that for- 
merly unknown x that remains in all explanations of causes. (WN, 399) 


So, here, we have a perfectly sober-minded reading of Schopenhauer’s doctrine that the 
world is will: 


(W) Our own agency provides us with a full understanding of causation which 
then permeates and structures our experience of the world in general. 


9.2 Two Concepts of Causation 


But now an objection must be raised: Does (W) not contradict Schopenhauer’s often re- 
peated doctrine that the concept of causality is a priori: a form of our understanding, not 
derived from experience? 


We have to distinguish two concepts of causation. They are both present in Hume’s fa- 
mous discussion of causation. There is first the rich concept of causation Hume is looking 
for but cannot find and, secondly, the meager concept of causation, which (Hume con- 
cludes) is all experience provides us with. The meager concept of causation is that of con- 
stant conjunction. According to this concept, “A causes B” means simply: “A-type events 
are always followed by contiguous B-type events.” Hume claims that that is all experience 
can ever give us an idea of. But what he had hoped for was a fuller understanding of cau- 
sation: an understanding of the necessary connection between A and B; why, givenA, it 
was absolutely necessary for B to follow. As it is, experience may have taught us that 
A-events have always been followed by B-events, but that seems to be just a brute fact. It 
might have been otherwise. We do not see anything in A that makes it absolutely neces- 
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sary for it to lead to B, only repeated observation tells us that it does. Or so Hume 
claims.! 


We re-encounter these two concepts of causation in Schopenhauer. When he says that 
causation is an a priori form of the understanding, he seems to be operating with a mea- 
ger or Humean concept of causation, as constant conjunction. He seems to mean two 
things: first, that we have an innate disposition to pick up regularities and, secondly, 

(p. 164) that we can be certain a priori that all our experience will be subject to such regu- 
larities. (It is doubtful whether for this second claim Schopenhauer has any convincing ar- 
gument.) So far, a priori, we have only a meager or Humean concept of causation. Follow- 
ing the a priori nature of our understanding, we experience the world as regular. Events 
must be preceded and followed by other events in regular ways. It is true that as an a pri- 
ori truth the causal principle holds with necessity and is not just a contingent generaliza- 
tion (as Hume thought); but it does not, for that matter, afford us the full comprehension 
of specific causal connections that Hume sought: it does not explain why a given event A 
must lead to another event B (rather than C or D). 


But then we move on to a fuller understanding of this ubiquitous causality. And it is our 
own agency that is supposed to give us such a fuller understanding. As Schopenhauer 
says with reference to his classification of representations in On the Fourfold Root of the 
Principle of Sufficient Reason: 


[T]he first class of representations [viz., material objects] finds its explanation, its 
solution, only in the fourth class enumerated in that essay [viz., the will] ... accord- 
ingly, we must learn to understand the inner nature of the law of causality valid in 
the first class, and of what happens according to this law, from the law of motiva- 
tion governing the fourth class. (WWR1)p), 102) 


9.3 The Volitional Theory 


This idea that our own agency teaches us about causation is not new. It was put forward 
by Locke, adopted by Berkeley,” and critically discussed and dismissed by Hume. Locke 
wrote: 


[O]bserving in ourselves that we do and can think, and that we can at pleasure 
move several parts of our bodies ... we ... get the idea of power.? 


Hume denied that the experience of one’s voluntary actions yields any real understanding 
of causal power: 


The will being here consider’d as a cause, has no more a discoverable connexion 
with its effects, than any material cause has with its proper effect. So far from per- 
ceiving the connexion betwixt an act of volition, and a motion of the body; ‘tis 
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allow’d that no effect is more inexplicable from the powers and essence of thought 
and matter. Nor is the empire of the will over our mind more intelligible.* 


As far as an experience of power is concerned, voluntary action is in no way more reveal- 
ing than the observation of any other apparent case of causation in the world. All we can 
observe is a succession of two events: an act of will and, say, some bodily movement, 
while a connection that would make one an effect—that is (for Hume), an inevitable 

(. 165) consequence of the other°—eludes us. Therefore, Hume insisted, the only possible 
source of the concept of causation is the observation of regularity: constant conjunction— 
that one type of event is always seen to follow another. 


Hume follows Descartes and Locke in giving a volitional account of voluntary action. A 
voluntary bodily action is construed as a bodily movement caused by a volition; that is, a 
mental act of willing. And Hume argues that voluntary action cannot give us an under- 
standing of causation because there is never an absolutely necessary link between a voli- 
tion and its upshot. In a way, Schopenhauer accepts this latter point, but he draws a very 
different conclusion from it; namely, that there is something wrong with the volitional the- 
Ory. 


Any mental event that might be thought of as a volition (something like a wish, a self-com- 
mand, or a decision) could occur without being followed by the intended action. And not 
only because I might suddenly be paralyzed but, more revealingly, because whatever I 
wish or decide to do may not really be what I want, as shown by my psychological 
inability to carry out my resolve. Schopenhauer mentions cases where we become our- 
selves doubtful about our ability to act according to our resolution: 


Thus, if we have formed some great and bold resolution—which, however, as such 
is only a promise given by the will to the intellect—there often remains within us a 
slight, unconfessed doubt whether we are quite in earnest about it, whether, in 
carrying it out, we shall not waver or flinch, but shall have firmness and determi- 
nation enough to carry it through. (WWR2j/p), 210-11) 


Obviously, as a volition, one would not normally envisage such a long-term resolution, but 
rather one about the immediate future, the next moment, in which case there would not 
be any time for such doubts. Still, the main point holds regardless of the temporal dis- 
tance between decision and planned action: namely, that a decision may not be carried 
out because we find (perhaps to our own surprise) that we have not got the pluck or de- 
sire to do it after all. Schopenhauer takes that to show that, in the end, our actions do not 
really depend on any decisions of the mind. Such a decision of the mind is not yet a gen- 
uine manifestation of the will; a genuine manifestation of the will is only the action itself. 
A decision, or resolution, in the mind can only be a prediction of what, under the circum- 
stances, we will do, i.e., which of all our motives and desires will in the end prevail. 


Of course, such predictions (at least with regard to our behavior in the immediate future) 
will almost always prove correct. They are highly reliable, but (as Schopenhauer stresses) 
not infallible (WWR2)p), 248). They are reliable for two reasons. For one thing, because 


Page 5 of 15 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and Hume on Will and Causation 


we know ourselves (our character: our will) quite well. We have a pretty accurate idea of 
how certain motives affect us. For example, I may know from experience that learning 
that I am in a café renowned for the quality of its strawberry ice cream will cause me to 
order some. And, for another thing, as Schopenhauer himself remarks, decisions, even if 
they are only mental occurrences, are themselves manifestations of our will (or charac- 
ter) (WWR2)pj, 251). It is the same will (or character) that manifests itself in my decisions 
and (more definitely) in my actions. That makes it a priori probable . 166) that the two 
will usually be in agreement. If Iam the kind of person who resolves to have a double por- 
tion of ice cream, it is quite likely that I am also the kind of person who does have a dou- 
ble portion of ice cream, and vice versa. However, I may occasionally miscalculate the ef- 
fect certain motives will have on me, and there may occasionally be a discrepancy be- 
tween my decisions and my actions. It is 7:30 A.M.; I have to go to work soon; I seriously 
decide to get out of bed—and do not. Or again: Iam up on the 10-foot diving board and 
command myself to take the plunge. And do I jump? No, I do not. “The spirit indeed is 
willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41). 


And it is not just in omissions that one can see the flesh’s weakness (or stubbornness) 
overrule the spirit’s intentions. Iam asked a somewhat impertinent question; at the very 
moment of opening my mouth in reply, a sincere resolve to remain polite crosses my 
mind; and yet, the next moment, I find myself making a rude retort. On a volitional ac- 
count, in such cases where I mentally “will” to do A but then find myself doing B, neither 
my doing B (making a rude remark), nor my omission of A (not getting up; not jumping off 
the diving board) could count as a voluntary action. Schopenhauer saw that that is wrong. 
We can and do hold people (notably ourselves) responsible for what they do or fail to do 
even if no mental resolve preceded the action; indeed, even if the agent honestly decided 
on a contrary (and perhaps more virtuous) course of action. Hence, voluntariness cannot 
lie in any mental act distinct from the action. There is no willing distinct from the actual 
doing. 


So much for Schopenhauer’s rejection of the volitional theory. In the twentieth century, 
further arguments have been added to Schopenhauer’s observations, notably by Gilbert 
Ryle, which could be used to clinch Schopenhauer’s case.® But I shall not pursue them 
now. 


9.4 Actions as Acts of Will 


With the volitional theory out of the way, what is Schopenhauer’s own account of volun- 
tary action? 


Every true act of [the subject’s] will is also at once and inevitably a movement of 
his body; he cannot actually will the act without at the same time being aware that 
it appears as a movement of the body. The act of will and the action of the body do 
not stand in the relation of cause and effect, but are one and the same thing, 
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though given in two entirely different ways, once quite immediately and once in 
perception for the understanding. (WWR1)/pj, 100-01) 


Schopenhauer held on to the expression “act of will.” That is understandable for, in his 
philosophy, the will has indeed a very active role (“will” becomes a shorthand for our non- 
intellectual nature); but it is somewhat misleading, for this expression is a hangover from 
the discarded volitional account. The redundancy of acts of will, as distinct mental acts, is 
(p. 167) precisely Schopenhauer’s highly plausible negative point: when I raise my arm, I 
do just that and nothing more. I need not perform any other act besides raising my arm. 
Hence, if one is determined to keep using the term “act of will,” then raising my arm is 
what it must refer to for there is no other act involved. The act of will and the bodily ac- 
tion are identical. And saying that is just a somewhat artificial way of saying that I raised 
my arm voluntarily. And what is more, I am immediately aware of my agency. As Schopen- 
hauer puts it: a bodily action is perceived “in self-consciousness as an immediate, actual 
act of will” (WWR2)/p), 248). I know that it was I who raised my arm. How do I know that? 
— Schopenhauer gives no answer, and rightly so, for there is no answer. This kind of case 
was to become a prominent theme in twentieth-century philosophy of mind. Such first- 
person authority is typically not based on any evidence, neither introspective nor observa- 
tional. There is no interesting answer to the question “How do you know that you are in 
pain?” nor to the question “How do you know that you raised your arm voluntarily?” 


Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical Investigations, discusses this issue: 


“How do you know that you have raised your arm?”—“I feel it.” So what you rec- 
ognize is the feeling? And are you certain that you recognize it right?’ 


“T feel it” is the answer one would be inclined to give. If pressed, Schopenhauer might 
well have given the same reply. But, of course, as Wittgenstein’s questions make us real- 
ize, our certainty about our agency is not really based on the recognition of sensations for 
it is not based on any evidence. Wittgenstein continues: 


You are certain that you have raised your arm; isn’t this the criterion, the mea- 
sure, of the recognition? 


...50 one might say: voluntary movement is marked by the absence of surprise. 
And now I do not mean you to ask “But why isn’t one surprised here?”® 


Of course, there is no awareness, let alone discussion, of the peculiarities of first-person 
authority in Schopenhauer. The simple fact is that he could not think of any further expla- 
nation of voluntariness apart from saying (in his terminology) that the agent is somehow 
immediately aware of it, independently of any possible mental acts preceding the action. 
However, by drawing on Wittgenstein’s considerations, one can show that 
Schopenhauer’s reticence on this point can be justified. 


Page 7 of 15 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and Hume on Will and Causation 


9.5 Motivation as Causation Seen from Within 


Agency is supposed to give us an idea of causation. But where do we find causation in hu- 
man action if it is not caused by volitions? According to Schopenhauer, voluntary ©. 168) 
action is always caused by motives (i.e., reasons, perceptions, or thoughts that induce us 
to act).9 And from the intimate experience of motivation in us we derive a proper under- 
standing of causation: “Motivation (Schopenhauer says) is causation seen from 

within” (FR, 137). 


The idea is that the experience of acting on motives gives us an understanding of causa- 
tion that goes beyond what Hume had to offer and what Schopenhauer thought we could 
establish a priori to be generally applicable; namely, a concept of causation as constant 
conjunction. That is to say, what we are looking for inside is a link between cause and ef- 
fect that is not merely inductive; not just a hypothesis of constant conjunction to be con- 
firmed by repeated observation. Does motivation provide us with such an experience? 


Consider an example of an action whose cause can be cited as a “motive”: I hear the 
doorbell ring and get up to open the door. Now, is it only on inductive grounds that I 
could claim a causal link between that motivating perception and my action? I think not. 
My claim (that it was the doorbell that made me get up) is neither based on observed reg- 
ularities nor does it await confirmation or refutation through future experiments. 


9.6 Hume’s Objections 


But let us now return to Hume, and consider his more specific objections to the idea that 
our own agency might provide an understanding of causation, to see if, after some neces- 
sary modifications, those objections are not equally applicable to Schopenhauer’s modi- 

fied version of the view. (Remember that Hume’s original discussion was directed at a vo- 
litional theory of voluntary action, which Schopenhauer replaced by a different account.) 


First, Hume would probably object (to Schopenhauer) that we do not really understand 
why a certain “motive” produces a certain action and not another one. But, in many cas- 
es, that seems quite wrong: we do understand that kind of link. If the sound of the door- 
bell made me wiggle my toes, we would be puzzled. That indeed would look like an entire- 
ly contingent link that we might accept only as a hypothesis. But it is perfectly under- 
standable why the sound of a doorbell should make a rational creature with certain be- 
liefs and interests get up and open the door. It is a reasonable reaction. 


Secondly, Hume mentions the case of a “man suddenly struck with a palsy in the leg or 
arm.”!° In this case a reason, say, hearing the doorbell, will not produce the normal re- 
sponse: the man finds himself unable to get up and open the door. Hume might continue 
thus: 


Page 8 of 15 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and Hume on Will and Causation 


Here he is as much conscious of [the] power [of his reason to stir him into action], 
as a man in perfect health is conscious of [such a power]. But consciousness never 
deceives. Consequently, neither in the one case nor in the other, are we ever con- 
scious of any power.!! 


(p. 169) Hume assumes that perceiving an object’s causal powers must enable you to pre- 
dict exactly what it will cause. But that is false. You may know exactly what power a cer- 
tain fork-lift has: it can lift weights up to three tons. So will it lift that big box over there? 
Obviously, you cannot tell if you do not know the weight of that box. Likewise, if you do 
not know whether you are paralyzed or not, you cannot tell whether a certain reason will 
make you get up. But that does not prove your ignorance about the motive’s causal pow- 
ers. 


We all know that the same cause can have different effects under different circum- 
stances. So all Hume could reasonably expect to be discoverable in a cause is a power to 
produce a certain effect under certain conditions. Can such a conditional causal power be 
found in a motivating perception?—I think it can. There is a conceptual interdependence 
among a creature’s beliefs, desires, capacities, and actions. If you know what an animal 
wants, what it is able to do, and what it does, you can infer (or even perceive) what it be- 
lieves. If you know what an animal believes, is able to do, and does, you can infer (or even 
perceive) what it wants. Similarly, if you know sufficiently well what an animal believes, 
wants, and is able to do, you can very often predict what it will do. In other words, at 
least of some beliefs, you can say that, conjoined with certain other beliefs, desires, and 
capacities, they will lead inevitably to a certain kind of behavior. For example, the belief 
that a dangerous enemy is approaching will result in flight provided that the creature is 
desirous to remain unharmed, believes itself unable to fight off the predator, yet is able 
and in a position to outrun it. 


A belief is not an occurrence but more like a disposition, so it might perhaps be said that 
it is not very well suited to play a causal role. That is why in my (doorbell) example I did 
not choose a belief, but a sense perception as a “motive.” A sense perception is a datable 
event, and, as the cause of a certain belief, it can also be cited as a cause of that belief’s 
possible behavioral manifestations. But insofar as it is identified partly in terms of the be- 
lief it engenders, it is analytic to say that it is a cause of any possible manifestation of that 
belief. Now, I hear that the doorbell is ringing. On Schopenhauer’s behalf and against 
Hume, it can be claimed that in this sense-perception I can detect the causal power to 
make me open the door under certain conditions, roughly: that I am familiar with the 
function of doorbells, that I want to speak to people who call at my house, that I believe 
opening the door is the only appropriate way of doing so, that I know I am able to open 
the door, and that I have no reason or inclination not to open the door. In general, it is an- 
alytic that 


If a person A has an all-in desire to » if p, and knows that he is able to and in no 
way prevented from q-ing, then perceiving that p will make A 9. 
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If A does not @ on seeing that p, we can conclude that not all of the conditions were ful- 
filled. 


Thirdly, Hume might object that we cannot experience a motivating perception’s bringing 
about an action because there is no direct causal connection between them. All the rea- 
son really causes is some movement in our nerves, passed on to other nerves and _ ©. 170) 
then to some muscles which eventually cause some bodily movement.—The reply is that 
even if Hume’s original argument had some plausibility in the context of a volitional ac- 
count, there is no such indirectness in the causation envisaged by Schopenhauer. For the 
motivating perception is not said to cause a bodily movement, a mere event, but a volun- 
tary action—say, a person’s opening the door. And the physiological occurrences Hume 
mentions are not causes of the action, intervening between motivating perception and ac- 
tion; they are involved in the action, features of it on another level of description. 


9.7 Inanimate Causes 


To recapitulate so far: Schopenhauer seems to be right (contra Hume) that our intention- 
al actions afford us an insight into causation that goes beyond a mere registration of reg- 
ularities. But could a concept of causation derived from our voluntary actions be applied 
to anything but voluntary actions? Could, in other words, an experience of our own volun- 
tary actions really help us to understand the actions of non-conscious or even inanimate 
agents? Berkeley, for one, denied that, and he bravely accepted the consequence that we 
could not make sense of any action or causation in the world that was not due to a con- 
scious agent, !? which (for Berkeley) means that if something is not caused by one of us, it 
must be caused by God. But, of course, that was not Schopenhauer’s view, who had not 
the slightest inclination to deny inanimate agency. So we must consider whether the 
transfer from the intentional to the inanimate is licit. Again, we can draw on Hume for the 
contrary view. In a footnote in his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Hume says 
that people are prone to transfer descriptions of voluntary causation to the inanimate 
realm. And he makes it clear that he regards that as a bad mistake: 


No animal can put external bodies in motion without the sentiment of a nisus or 
endeavour; and every animal has a sentiment or feeling from the stroke or blow of 
an external object, that is in motion. These sensations ... we are apt to transfer to 
inanimate objects, and to suppose, that they have some such feelings, whenever 
they transfer or receive motion. ! 


The absurdity of this assumption—that, for example, a stone feels the exertion of break- 
ing a window—is probably the kind of absurdity many people are inclined to see in 
Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the world as will: namely, a preposterous animism. But 
Schopenhauer makes it clear that that is not his view. He is not concerned with the feel- 
ings accompanying our actions, but with the immediacy with which we realize that a cer- 
tain force is activated by certain circumstances. The claim is that what we witness here is 
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essentially what happens everywhere, though not always witnessed by anybody, nor ac- 
companied by any feelings. 


(p.171) Here we encounter once more Schopenhauer’s first claim, “I am a will,” and his 
radical break with Cartesian mentalism. As noted earlier, the word “will” in Schopen- 
hauer in its primary psychological application to human beings and animals does not 
stand for a faculty of the conscious mind. Although we are mostly aware of our desires, 
that is merely because in us the will is conjoined with an intellect. On its own, the will has 
no consciousness. It is a blindly striving force. What is Schopenhauer’s evidence for this 
claim, which anticipates some of Freud’s teachings? It is the same kind of evidence you 
find in Freud: the fairly common phenomena of behavior that can be appropriately de- 
scribed by saying that it manifests emotions or desires the agent was not previously 
aware of; or again, the fact that we can occasionally be surprised by our own behavior. 


We often do not know what we desire or fear. For years we can have a desire with- 
out admitting it to ourselves or even letting it come to clear consciousness, be- 
cause the intellect is not to know anything about it, since the good opinion we 
have of ourselves would inevitably suffer thereby. But if the wish is fulfilled, we 
get to know from our joy, not without a feeling of shame, that this is what we de- 
sired; for example the death of a near relation whose heir we are. ... we are often 
entirely mistaken as to the real motive from which we do or omit to do something, 
till finally some accident discloses the secret to us. ... For example, as we imagine 
we omit to do something for purely moral reasons; yet we learn subsequently that 
we were deterred merely by fear, since we do it as soon as all danger is re- 
moved. (WWR2jp), 209-10) 


To this Schopenhauer adds examples of instinctive behavior: animals are frequently dri- 
ven by their instincts to do certain things without any understanding of why they do 
them. (One of Schopenhauer’s favorite examples was that “The larva of the stag-beetle 
gnaws the hole in the wood, where it will undergo its metamorphosis, twice as large if it 
is to become a male beetle as if it is to become a female, in order in the former case to 
have room for the horns, though as yet it has no idea of these” [WWR1)p), 114)). 


But even if we are prepared to accept that the driving force that manifests itself in our ac- 
tions is not all that different from other forces in nature, there remains a worry about the 
way it is normally set in motion, namely, by motives. Schopenhauer acknowledges the dif- 
ferences between causation by motive, stimulus, and purely physical cause (WWR1)p), 
115-17; cf. WWR1)p;, 105, quoted earlier). Does such a difference in the kind of cause not 
set voluntary action too far apart from events in the inanimate world for the latter to be 
comprehensible as essentially like the former? I do not think so. Even if voluntary action 
provides us only with a concept of a rather special kind of causation, causation it is, and 
so it will do to overcome Hume’s professed inability to experience a causal link in any 
particular instance. A more general concept of causation may then be constructed by ab- 
straction.!4 
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wi) 9.8 Motivation Presupposes an Under- 
standing of Causation 


However, there is another and more serious objection to Schopenhauer’s account, name- 
ly, that as a source of the concept of causation motivation comes too late. 


To act is to bring something about. Certainly to act on other objects is to have a causal 
impact on them. Hence to act on other objects intentionally is to act with the intention of 
having a causal impact on them. But (to take my example again) for the sound of the 
doorbell to make me intentionally get up and open the door, I must already have an under- 
standing of what I am thus causing to happen. (Otherwise the perception would not moti- 
vate me to act in such a way.) Motivation presupposes an understanding of causation and 
thus cannot be its source. 


Nor could one argue that all it presupposes is a Humean concept of causation as constant 
conjunction. For that concept is not really applicable to agent causation. Consider: if I 
cause my arm to go up (rather than a volition doing it), then there are not two kinds of 
events involved that could be found to be constantly conjoined. Furthermore, even where 
we have a causal impact on other objects by our moving our body, it is often quite obvious 
that we are actually unable to construe that as an instance of constant conjunction. We 
would have to say, for example, “Whenever I move my hands in a certain way, my 
shoelaces get tied.” But the only identifying description we can actually give of that 
movement is that it is the movement of tying our shoelaces. 


9.9 Sensory Experience of Causation 


So where do we get our (non-Humean) concept of causation? There is a very straightfor- 
ward (empiricist) answer: We can feel causation in our encounters with material objects. 
We can feel our impact on other bodies and their impact on us. When pushing a heavy ob- 
stacle out of our way we feel, that is, perceive by touch, how the object puts up some re- 
sistance that is gradually overcome. 


Now this direct sensory experience of causation is exactly what Hume thought was im- 
possible to have. But that is because Hume was hampered by an unduly narrow concep- 
tion of sense-experience. Following Descartes and Locke, Hume was inclined to construe 
all sense experiences as bodily sensations; that is, as experiences of one’s own subjective 
states, located in one’s own body, which only indirectly could tell us anything about the 
outside world. Consider again the passage from the Enquiry quoted earlier: 


No animal can put external bodies in motion without the sentiment of a nisus or 
endeavour; and every animal has a sentiment or feeling from the stroke or blow of 
an external object, that is in motion. These sensations...we are apt to transfer to 

(vp. 173) inanimate objects, and to suppose, that they have some such feelings, 
whenever they transfer or receive motion.!° 
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Now, of course inanimate things cannot possibly have such feelings. But inanimate things 
do have causal powers. So, Hume rightly concludes, causation cannot be explained in 
terms of such feelings, i.e., in terms of what we feel in our body. 


But the word “feeling” can also be used in a different sense. We can also feel things out- 
side our body. Schopenhauer gives a pertinent example: 


[W]e feel directly and immediately how a burden, which hampers our body by its 
gravitation toward the earth, incessantly presses and squeezes this body in pur- 
suit of its one tendency. (WWR1)p), 118) 


Unfortunately, Schopenhauer failed to see how close he was here to a better explanation 
of our understanding of causation. For here is something we feel which we can take as a 
paradigm of causation and attribute even to inanimate things because, although felt, it is 
not a feeling. It is a physical process: our bodily impact on an object, or vice versa. 


9.10 Conclusion 


To conclude, Schopenhauer was right to insist on agency as a source of a non-Humean 
understanding of causation. Moreover, he was right in his account of voluntary action to 
get rid of volitions. Arguably, he was also right to locate an immediate experience of cau- 
sation where he did: between at least some kinds of motivating perceptions and our con- 
sequent actions. But he was wrong in suggesting that this experience might be the source 
of our understanding of causation; intentional action already presupposes that under- 
standing and cannot provide it. Although in many respects Schopenhauer pioneered 
breaks with the Cartesian tradition, here, he was still too much in the grip of it. Like 
Hume, he was too inclined to limit the range of our experiences to what we are aware of 
within ourselves. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter explores Schopenhauer’s concept of force, which lies at the root of his phi- 
losophy. It is force in nature and thus in natural science that is inexplicable and grabs 
Schopenhauer’s attention. To answer the question of what this inexplicable term is at the 
root of all causation, Schopenhauer looks to the will within us. Through will, he maintains 
that we gain immediate insight into forces in nature and hence into the thing in itself at 
the core of everything and all things. Will is thus Schopenhauer’s attempt to answer the 
question of the essence of appearance. Yet will, as it turns out, cannot be known immedi- 
ately as it is subject to time, and the acts of will, which we experience within us, do not 
correlate immediately with the actions of the body (as Schopenhauer had originally postu- 
lated). Hence, the acts of will do not lead to an explanation of force, which is at the root 
of causation in nature. Schopenhauer sets out to explain what is at the root of all appear- 
ances, derived from the question of an original cause, or as Schopenhauer states “the 
cause of causation,” but cannot determine this essence other than by stating that it is 
will; a will, however, that cannot be immediately known. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, force, matter, will, natural science, principle of sufficient reason, causation, body 


According to Schopenhauer, natural science is concerned essentially with the constitution 
and alteration of material states, which are traced back to causes (WWR1, 51 [SW2, 34)]). 
Yet this question of cause, which inevitably seeks an initial cause,! does not lead to the 
essence of appearances (WWRI1, 53f [SW2, 36f]). Appearances, as the object of natural 
science, are understood only within the constraints of the endless concatenation of 
causality. Schopenhauer considered this beginningless chain of causality to be the insur- 
mountable limitation placed on natural science: “This application of heat is again occa- 
sioned by a preceding alteration, e.g., the sun’s rays falling on a burning lens, this per- 
haps by a cloud’s moving away from the direction of the sun, this by wind, this by uneven 
density of air, this by other states, and so on to infinity” (FR, 38 [SW1, 34f]. Natural sci- 
ence attempts to explain matter on the basis of states of matter and their relationship to 
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each other. It traces back effects to a cause, which is a previous state of matter in time; a 
cause that can thus in turn be viewed as an effect (FR, 38f [SW1, 35f]). 


This boundary of natural science in fact determines Schopenhauer’s metaphysics: “[By 
pursuing its own paths, ] in all of its branches, physics, and thus natural science in gener- 
al, must ultimately reach a point at which its explanations come to an end: this is precise- 
ly the metaphysical, which physics only perceives as its boundary, beyond which it cannot 
extend, but within which it must remain, and then it relinquishes its object to 
metaphysics” (WN, 325 [SW4, 4]). By wishing to transcend natural science through meta- 
physics, it must not be overlooked that Schopenhauer necessarily connects his philosophy 
to natural science. In fact, both depart from perceptible and empirical reality: “What does 
this entire world of representation mean? What in this appearance is the essence, what 
appears, the thing in itself?—This question is the principal problem of philosophy.” 
Hence, Schopenhauer takes appearance as given and enquires after its “essence.”? 
Philosophy poses the question of the inner essence of appearance and therefore, impor- 
tantly, at the beginning (and end)‘ of Schopenhauer’s philosophical development, of force, 
which makes all alteration and causality possible in the first place .148) (FR, 47 [SW1, 
45]). As we will see, Schopenhauer initially also considers matter an essence of appear- 
ance but discards this possibility in the further course of his investigation. 


This chapter will in this context examine (1) Schopenhauer’s concept of “force” —a con- 
cept which, according to Schopenhauer, cannot be recognized through natural science, 
and (2) force as the boundary point between Schopenhauer’s conception of natural sci- 
ence and of metaphysics. The fact that the boundary of natural science constitutes the 
foundation of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics has often been treated as an object of investi- 
gation (e.g., by Morgenstern or Young),° but what Schopenhauer determined as the con- 
cept of force therein has not. Furthermore, neither has the correlation between force and 
will, which is systematically necessary for an understanding of either term, been explicat- 
ed.© Schopenhauer contends, namely, that to understand force as the essence of appear- 
ance, as “thing in itself,” we must look to another motive force, the human will within us, 
which is known to us more intimately than all other things. The question is thus essential- 
ly: In what sense does his concept of force become the backbone for his concept of will in 
nature, and to what extent does he differentiate force from the metaphysical conception 
of will? Does he adequately differentiate the two, or does this very problem of defining 
force, as the essence of appearance, turn out to be the crux of his metaphysical dilemma 
of will? Is this the reason Schopenhauer turned to mysticism? 


Page 2 of 16 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Force in Nature: Schopenhauer’s Scientific Beginning 


8.1 Schopenhauer’s Understanding of Natural 
Science 


8.1.1 The Principle of Sufficient Reason 


The principle of sufficient reason is divided into four genera according to the law of ho- 
mogeneity and specification, and this is the only manner in which something can become 
an object to us (EFR, 13-14, [SW7, 18]). The fourfold root of the principle of sufficient 
reason serves to understand (a) experience and (b) science. In science, the four roots are 
to be viewed in isolation from one another, insofar as only one root uniquely determines 
the path of one science (FR, 149 [SW1, 157]). Hence, every science has a ground upon 
which all consequences rest, and thus all knowledge is to be traced back to this underly- 
ing principle. For example, arithmetic and geometry are recognized on the basis of the 
formal application of space and time, as Schopenhauer illustrates by drawing on the ex- 
ample of a triangle (FR, 124 [SW1, 131]). He terms the principle responsible for this form 
of knowledge, in regard to the relation between “the parts” of space and time, the princi- 
ple of the sufficient reason of being. The principle of sufficient reason that concerns us is 
that of becoming, as it is concerned with causality, thus with alteration and in turn with 
force. 


@.149) 8.1.2 Alteration as the Object of the Principle of the Sufficient 
Reason of Becoming 


Natural science is viewed through the principle of the sufficient reason of becoming. 
Within this context, Schopenhauer divides natural science into two fields of enquiry. Mor- 
phology describes static shapes and material formation and is therefore concerned, ac- 
cording to Schopenhauer, with the history of nature. Etiology, on the other hand, seeks an 
explanation for the dynamic succession of the states of matter according to laws (WWRI1, 
120 [SW2, 114]). Schopenhauer does not examine morphology in a more detailed fashion, 
and alteration only plays a role therein in terms of the genesis of permanent shapes and 
forms. Hence etiology is consulted with regard to the question of force as the ultimate 
“cause” of alteration. Etiology’s concern for the doctrine of alterations in nature, or as 
stated, the succession of the states of matter, leads Schopenhauer to see a point of con- 
tact with the question of the essence of occurrences: yet this point of contact cannot be 
resolved positively.’ Cause and effect is, in view of alteration as appearance, exclusively 
related to the states of real objects (i.e., to those of intuition), which are questioned with 
regard to their cause. But this line of questioning cannot lead to a first cause, and hence 
the question can be posed ad infinitum: “They know it: a first cause is just as inconceiv- 
able as is a point at which space has an end or a moment when time takes its 

beginning” (FR, 41 [SW1, 38]). For this reason, natural science is caught in an endless 
chain of further-questioning alteration. 
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Causality cannot lead us to a primary or absolute cause and hence cannot lead us to the 
essence. Yet the law of causality is the basis for two further laws a priori: the law of iner- 
tia and the law of the persistence of substance (FR, 45 [SW1, 42]). The law of inertia 
states that every state of a body stays in the same state of motion for as long as there is 
no cause to alter it, and Schopenhauer links this law to his concept of force. However, 
this law plays no further role in founding his concept of force itself. The second law of the 
persistence of substance asserts that matter itself remains untouched by change: “the law 
of causality, which alone is the form under which we are able to think of alterations at all, 
still always applies to the states of bodies, never to the existence of the bearer of all 
states, matter. For this reason, I assert the principle of the permanence of substance as a 
corollary of the causal law” (FR, 46 [SW1, 43]). In other words, through his exposition on 
causality Schopenhauer recognizes that causality, in order to be a cognition of our mind, 
must have some kind of precondition in the objective intuitive world: the alteration of the 
state of matter as cause and effect can only be thought if matter as matter persists. For 
how, as Schopenhauer contends, could our understanding grasp alteration (e.g., of shape) 
and enquire after a cause if it does not presuppose that only the quality of matter has al- 
tered, but not that it is there? This leads Schopenhauer to two conclusions that are deci- 
sive for his epistemology: namely, that two essences, matter and natural forces, are un- 
touched by alteration (FR, 47 [SW1, 45]). Both become essential for Schopenhauer’s phi- 
losophy: matter itself, which is also termed “substance”? and force, which is termed the 
“essence” of alteration.!° The persistence of matter is a transcendental cognition and, 

(p. 150) consequently, a cognizance that makes all experience possible, as we will see lat- 
er. Yet, as it turns out, matter must, as a concept, be ascribed to experience. Force, how- 
ever, remains outside the realm of experiential conceptualism. 


8.1.3 Matter and Force as Essence 


The principle of sufficient reason, which is the form of all representation, prevents natur- 
al science from ever gaining knowledge of the “objective source” of the law of causality, 
which is recognized in its expression. At first, Schopenhauer posits both natural force and 
matter as essences, which are not subject to change or alteration and must therefore be 
ontologically prior to the empirical application of the law of causality. However, while nat- 
ural force develops into a metaphysical and essential question pertaining to the “objec- 
tive source,” matter as a concept is ascribed to cognition and only exists in the world of 
representation. Schopenhauer inferred the inalterability of matter from causality; the law 
of causality could not be thought without something that persists through all alteration. 
Yet he also infers the inalterability of natural force on the basis that it grants the law of 
causality general and inexhaustible validity (FR, 47 [SW1, 45]). Both are inferred back 
from the empirical validity of the law of causality and postulated as a necessity for its ex- 
istence and validity; both concepts gain their status as inalterable essences on the basis 
of being this foundation or essence of causality. However, the relation between the empir- 
ical application of the law of causality and the concepts of (1) matter and (2) natural force 
now establishes that causality, with regard to matter as its objective correlate, is repre- 


Page 4 of 16 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Force in Nature: Schopenhauer’s Scientific Beginning 


sentation, yet that natural force, which gives causality its causation, is not appearance 
but instead the essence thereof. Why? 


8.1.4 Matter as Appearance and Thought, Not as Essence 


Schopenhauer distinguishes between two forms of matter: namely, “mere matter” and 
what he selectively terms an “element of matter.” The former is only a thought: “For this 
reason, of mere matter there is only a concept, no perception. It enters into every exter- 
nal experience as a necessary constituent thereof, yet can be given in none, but is rather 
only thought: as the absolutely inert, inactive, formless, propertyless, which is, however, 
the bearer of all forms, properties and effects” (WWR2,ac], 347 [SW3, 347]). Yet matter, 
because it is recognized inductively and sensibly, is also known a posteriori (i.e., through 
sense experience), and this he terms an “element” of matter. 


However, the difference, that matter must, in this respect, be first arbitrarily 
posited as existing, already indicates that it does not belong as entirely and un- 
qualifiedly to the formal part of our cognizance as space and time do, but rather at 
the same time contains an element that is only given a posteriori. It is in fact the 
point of connection between the empirical and the pure and a priori part of our 
cognizance, hence the cornerstone peculiar to the world of experience. 

(WWR2 ac}, 348 [SW3, 348]) 


(p. 151) This element in Schopenhauer is the object of the experiential world, which is giv- 
en “materially” (i.e., cognized as a property and expression of matter). Mere matter itself 
is, because it can only be thought, a mere form of the intellect.!! Hence, matter forms the 
bond between a priori knowledge and a posteriori knowledge; both, however, are a part 
of the world as representation. Yet there is a further point Schopenhauer makes concern- 
ing matter. Matter makes the reality of experience possible; the world of representation is 
“the result” or the “facticity” or the “manifestation” of will. 


Consequently, matter is that whereby will, which constitutes the inner essence of 
things, enters into perceptibility, becomes perceptible, visible. Thus, in this sense, 
matter is the mere visibility of will, or the bond between the world as will and the 
world as representation. It belongs to the latter, insofar as it is the product of the 
intellect’s functions, to the former insofar as that which manifests itself in all ma- 
terial beings, i.e. phenomena, is will. Thus, every object is as thing in itself, will, 
and as phenomenon, matter. (WWR2,ac}, 349 [SW3, 349]) 


The object of our cognition, as matter, however, can only be attributed to appearance and 
not to the “thing in itself.” Hence, matter is a precondition for the fact that the will be- 
comes manifest and that experience is possible—yet, in the manner in which we know it, 
does not belong to the essence itself—even though all effectuality, which is essentially 
will, is not possible without matter. Matter belongs only to the empirical world since its 
expression can only be known through a derivation from the empirical. 
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8.1.5 The Concept of Force Derived from a Methodological Investiga- 
tion of Natural Science 


In his investigation of force and matter in relation to singular appearances, Schopen- 
hauer concludes that matter is bound by the realm of appearance as an object of the sens- 
es and as the visibility of will in nature posited through the intellect!? while force is what 
constitutes matter as form and is responsible for its further configuration and movement 
as well as for its efficacy (FR, 47 [SW1, 45]).!° Since alterations subdivide into different 
species—for example, locomotion, change of consistency, growth—so, too, this formal as- 
pect of matter as force, which is “the means by which alterations or effects are possible 
at all” (FR, 47 [SW1, 45]), is divided into different species related to them. Schopenhauer 
states that these natural forces are not subject to alteration as they are the reason that 
alterations are at all possible. 


Cause and effect are the alterations connected to necessary succession in time. In 
contrast, the forces of nature, the means by which all causes operate, are exempt- 
ed from all change [Wechsel]; thus, in this sense, they exist beyond all time, but 
just because of this, they exist always and everywhere, omnipresent and inex- 
haustible, always ready to manifest themselves. (FR, 47 [SW1, 45]) 


(p. 152) Natural science can never, since it only investigates the expressions of force (i.e., 
the changes and alterations of matter), address force itself:'4 “Consequently, even the 
best aetiological explanation of the whole of nature would really be nothing more than a 
catalogue of inexplicable forces and an authoritative specification of the rule according to 
which they emerge, succeed one another, and displace one another in space and 
time” (WWRI1, 122 [SW2, 116f]). Force is therefore what Schopenhauer views as “extrin- 
sic” to natural science and terms the “essence of appearance.” It is this problem of the 
essence of appearance that Schopenhauer considers the principal question of philosophy. 
Force must be taken as a given for all explanations in natural science, and this force as an 
x, y, zcannot be known. But what does this mean—that force cannot be known? As we 
said earlier, force, surely, must have to be treated in the same way as the concept of mat- 
ter since its expression can only be known through a derivation from the empirical, just 
as that of matter as matter. 


8.1.6 Force in Relation to Cause: The Problem with the Schopen- 
hauerian Concept of Force 


As shown earlier, Schopenhauer comprehends the concept of force as follows: first, force 
itself is not subject to change but instead is that which facilitates change or alteration; 
second, force cannot be known through the question of causality; and third, it appears in 
nature in different species that cannot be traced back to each other. Schopenhauer is con- 
fronted with the problem of how the principle of causality relates to force, where force is 
not itself known through causality. In this context, he offers a fourth determination of 
force, one that he had already hinted at in the preceding quotes from his dissertation and 
terms natural force the “causal nature of a cause” (WWR1, 136 [SW2, 133]).!° Hence, 
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through these four “definitions” Schopenhauer purports to have strictly distinguished 
cause, which is compatible with matter as appearance, from natural force. Yet force ap- 
pears to be related directly to and derived from causality. Gerhard Klamp, who follows on 
from Schopenhauer, maintains that the strict distinction between natural force and cause 
is a precondition for natural science. He explains for his own part here how Schopen- 
hauer could have arrived at a possible distinction between the two. 


Natural forces, however, are also not causes, which the proponents of today’s 
physics still do not appear to know or have grasped, since they continue, without 
further thought, to speak of forces as causes of movements, as if Schopenhauer’s 
theory had never existed. To be sure, there is an especially close relationship be- 
tween force and causality, but only insofar and to the extent that force is what first 
gives a cause its persisting efficacy. Yet at the same time force is, therefore, not 
simply cause itself. Causes are, just as effects that equate to them, never some- 
thing other than states of change and moments of continuation within a flowing 
occurrence of change, the flow of the effectuality of a causality strictly bound to 
time, which as such possesses steadfast necessity. !© 


(wp. 153) Hence, both Schopenhauer and Klamp attempt to separate force entirely from 
cause: in this case Klamp asserts, similarly to Schopenhauer, that “persisting efficacy” 
singles out force from cause. Yet how else could physics grasp the different species of 
force if they did not classify the general species of causes of movement as species of 
force? On this theme, Martin Morgenstern writes that Schopenhauer does in fact treat 
natural forces as “causes” since Schopenhauer asserts that the possibility of efficacy 
[Wirken] arises owing to force.'!’ Schopenhauer’s distinction between force and cause and 
the assertion that force is not a cause leads Schopenhauer, according to Morgenstern, to 
irresolvable paradigms. Morgenstern therefore purports that Schopenhauer “would have 
done more justice to his fundamental thought by recognizing forces as causes,”!® which, 
according to Morgenstern, he did not do owing to his metaphysics; forces do not appear 
and must be considered indestructible. 


Schopenhauer attempts to determine certain general and fundamental causes for move- 
ment as forces (in the plural) in the sense of qualitative species. Yet force itself, Schopen- 
hauer contends, cannot be determined by a particular cause and effect, as if one could es- 
tablish through the particular cause of a particular effect which force had caused the 
cause. For this reason, he traces force back to a principle which does not appear in the 
causal chain itself. 


This principle is not subject to appearance and cannot be known further than by simply 
positing it as an unknown factor of causes. In this process, Schopenhauer makes the mis- 
take of not determining force as a general form of causality and sticking by this, but in- 
stead he seeks a “principle” which cannot be explained through “something else” and is 
thus a “qualitas occulta.”'° Force differs, of course, from the concept of causality, but is 
an entity related to matter, in space and time, and explains a particular type of relation 
between cause and effect insofar as something is moved. For example, there is a force in- 
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volved in picking up a pair of shoes, which is in turn related to power (i.e., the strength of 
our muscles to move the object), whereby the counterforce is the force of gravity (now 
thought to be a relationship between masses), which bears on the mass of the shoes. In 
other words, a change has taken place in time and space that was only possible through 
force but that can at the same time simply be determined as a singular action according 
to a specific and singular cause and effect (someone picking up the shoes).?° The cause 
and the ensuing effect occurred, in one sense, according to force and can also be ex- 
plained in this way; yet, in another sense, the specific cause of the particular action was, 
in this case, the person who picked up the shoes. The cause can be arbitrarily posited at a 
certain point in time in accordance with the effect, for it does not describe matter itself 
(i.e., how materiality constitutionally acts), but instead describes a state in time in view of 
an effect. For example, one could ascribe the cause for lifting the shoes to the birth of 
that person or the cause would be more directly said to be the person who walked into 
the hallway, saw the shoes, and thought of going for a walk. 


Force describes a type of cause for an effect with regard to the universal activity of mat- 
ter in space and time. The force describes a condition for the change in movement of an 
object in a particular direction. Force itself is an explanation for causes in general, and a 
necessary one, since force explains how something singular could have caused what it 

(p. 154) caused in terms of a general theory of the movement of matter. Force is therefore 
(a) a universal determination of a certain possibility and law of the causality of matter, 
whereby (b) no cause can appear singularly without force as a cause in general. Force is, 
in this second sense, the universal material condition for the explanation or determina- 
tion of a specific cause. In the first sense, it describes the general condition of every in- 
stance of cause in relation to an effect. Change or alteration can therefore either be 
traced back to a cause or to force as a general natural law; both are relevant for the un- 
derstanding of occurrences. 


8.2 The Transition from Force to Will 


8.2.1 The Relation Between the Principle of Sufficient Reason of Be- 
coming and of Acting 


According to Schopenhauer, the concept of force, which in natural science is postulated 
ex negativo, is in philosophy the principle of thought. Schopenhauer now turns his atten- 
tion to resolving this metaphysical problem of force, the principle that underlies all ap- 
pearance, by seeking a “path” to its inner essence. For the investigation of force, underly- 
ing the principle of sufficient reason of becoming, the principle of the sufficient reason of 
action (also termed the law of motivation) now becomes essential. Schopenhauer address- 
es the subject of motivation as possible “access” to the problem of the hidden cause of 
causes, which he had identified objectively as force. This law of motivation is essential for 
an understanding of the boundary point between the object of the principle of sufficient 
reason of becoming and the essence of appearance, which is now investigated from the 
subjective side; for, according to Schopenhauer, “motivation is causality seen from 
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within” (FR, 137 [SW1, 145]). On this basis, force is to be postulated analogically to will in 
self-consciousness.*! This analogy, which Schopenhauer terms denomenatio a potiori 
(WWRI1, 135 [SW2, 132]) is what Schopenhauer views as the means of positing will in na- 
ture or of understanding force.?? Motivation is based on an unknown x when viewed from 
the outside, yet is the most intimately and immediately known “object” to us and hence 
serves as access to the “essence” of the world as will.?° In fact, the correlation between 
the law of motivation and that of causality is the cornerstone, as Schopenhauer himself 
states, of his entire philosophy.”* In other words, the essence of his philosophy lies in the 
relation between the ground of becoming and the ground of action, better still in the x 
underlying them. 


Schopenhauer henceforth equates the essence of change, which he had sought in natural 
science and attributed to the concept of force in nature, with will in the human being. 
Schopenhauer therefore understands will as a motive force that causes movement: 

(p. 155) “whenever we become aware of something originally moved by an immediate, pri- 
mary force, we are compelled to think of its inner essence as will” (WN, 391 [SW4, 83]). 
Hence, Schopenhauer terms this source of movement “will” and parallels it with force as 
the source of change in nature. But in order to recognize this will as thing in itself, which 
underlies all things uniformly, it must be possible to recognize it stripped of all forms of 
representation. Will must be recognized “immediately” if we are to find true access to the 
inner essence of the world, independent of representation and the principle of sufficient 
reason. To recognize the will immediately, Schopenhauer turns his attention to bodily 
movement. He initially asserts that the body is an immediate object to us and thus an im- 
mediate expression of will.2° He hereby asserts an immediate relation between the act of 
will (Willensakt) and the action of the body (Leibesaktion), which he claims facilitates a 
moment of immediate cognition of will in self-consciousness. This claim of immediacy is, 
however, owing to the later realized representational cognition of body, revised and dele- 
gitimated by Schopenhauer in his main work of 1819, in the Will in Nature of 1836, and in 
his revised edition of the Fourfold Root of 1847. Yet if will cannot be known immediately 
through the body, it cannot serve as the inner essence of the material, objective world of 
appearance. 


This change in his cognitive theory leads to an essential paradigmatic problem: Schopen- 
hauer cannot postulate knowledge of the will independently of the mediate and represen- 
tational cognition of the body and will can thus itself not be recognized independently of 

representation. He writes with view to this correlation between will and body: 


As a result, we then say that even where the most palpable cause produces an ef- 
fect, the mysterious something, the x, the real interior of the process, the true 
agent, the ‘in itself’ of appearance is still at hand—given to us after all only as rep- 
resentation, according to the forms and laws of representation—and it is essential- 
ly the same as that which is given to us in the actions of our body as intuition and 
representation, known to us intimately and immediately as will. (WN, 399 [SW4, 


92f]) 


Page 9 of 16 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Force in Nature: Schopenhauer’s Scientific Beginning 


This immediate knowledge of will, which he now seeks to explain through an “immediate 
view” of will itself as the object of self-consciousness (in isolation from the necessary si- 
multaneous bodily movement), can, however, also not be recognized independently of the 
form of time. Schopenhauer states: “I do not have cognition of my will as a whole, in its 
unity, in perfect accordance with its essence; rather I cognize it only in its individual acts, 
which is to say in time, time being the form in which my body (like every other object) 
appears” (WWR1, 126 [SW2, 121].2° In other words, the term “immediate knowledge” of 
will used by Schopenhauer in the preceding quote is incorrect (i.e., he states something 
which he himself denies). What force itself and will is cannot be recognized through sci- 
ence since force and will always appear singularly in representation and can only be rec- 
ognized as a generality by inference. Essentially, Schopenhauer terms this generalized 
something, ascertained through inference, derived from the singularly existing, the 
essence of appearance. 


@.156) 8.2.2 The Essence of Appearance and Its Knowability in 
Schopenhauer’s Philosophy 


According to Schopenhauer, philosophy seeks to grasp and know something which in nat- 
ural science cannot be known. In fact, as it turns out, the knowledge of this uncognizable 
essence is what can be known in Schopenhauer; what the essence is, the will itself, can- 
not be known. By paralleling the will as a source of movement in the human being with 
force in nature, Schopenhauer attempts to link force to human introspection and thereby 
make it explainable and knowable.”’ He termed the transference of will to natural objects 
as force and the explanation of force on that basis, a denominatio a potiori (i.e., transfer- 
ring by analogy that which is most knowable to that which is less knowable). He main- 
tains that in our own introspection we can gain the “most immediate” knowledge of will 
(the source of movement and causation), yet this, too, is mediated by the form of time, as 
well as by the representation of body, as he later recognizes (WWR1, 135 [SW2, 132]).28 
Thus, his attempt to know the “inner essence of the world” fails in view of the fact that 
there is no access to it beyond the principle of sufficient reason. He goes on to state that 
we do not have access to the will as thing in itself other than through various “approach- 
es” to “will as thing in itself,” which are, however, not linked to knowledge? (i.e., to the 
term “will” as a motive force). What force is, which marked the boundary line of natural 
science as an object and principle of Schopenhauer’s question of the relation between 
material appearance and the essence of appearance as such, cannot, in Schopenhauer’s 
philosophy, be answered through a form of knowledge, but instead must remain forever 
mystical (i.e., unknowable). 


Further Reading 


Atwell, John E. Schopenhauer on the Character of the World: The Metaphysics of Will. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995. 


Bloch, Kurt. “Schopenhauer und die moderne Naturwissenschaft.” In Die Naturwis- 
senschaften. Berlin: Springer, 1950, 145-50. 
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Notes: 


(1.) This is the nature of the question of causation, according to Schopenhauer. Owing to 
the fact that a cause is only a state prior to the effect and that a different state must nec- 
essarily have been prior to any and this given state, the question of cause can be posed 
ad infinitum. 


(2.) Arthur Schopenhauer, Vorlesung uber die gesammte Philosophie [Lecture on the 
whole of Philosophy], edited by Karsten Worm (Berlin: InfoSoftware, 2008), ch. 2, X20. 
Only available in German. 
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(3.) Schopenhauer’s philosophy and question therein originally begins with and relates 
entirely to empirical consciousness, which departs from appearance since this is the only 
true source of knowledge: “The material provided for every philosophy is accordingly 
none other than empirical consciousness, which is divided into the consciousness of one’s 
own self (self-consciousness) and the consciousness of other things (external perception). 
For this alone is what is immediate, what is actually given” (WWR2,,cj, 89f). 


(4.) Schopenhauer’s two main works on philosophy’s relation to natural science are his 
dissertation, On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason (EFR and FR) of 
1813 (revised 1847) and the later On the Will in Nature (WN) of 1836. 


(5.) Julian Young considers the determination of the boundary of natural science to be the 
cornerstone of Schopenhauer’s philosophy. He views natural science and metaphysics as 
necessarily interlinked and considers the task of philosophy to lie in determining force: 
“So the task of philosophy is quite specifically defined. It is that of providing an account 
of the nature of original forces in terms which are experiential but yet do not appeal to 
spatial structure” (Julian Young, Willing and Unwilling: A Study in the Philosophy of 
Arthur Schopenhauer, [Dordrecht: Springer, 1987], 46f). See also Martin Morgenstern, 
Schopenhauers Philosophie der Naturwissenschaft (Bonn: Bouvier, 1985), 167. 


(6.) This is bizarre, considering the fact that it is the self-proclaimed crux of 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy, as we will see. Schopenhauer makes a lot of “overarching” 
and superlative statements, but this statement in his dissertation of 1847 is undoubtedly, 
and with a view to the content of his entire philosophy, one of the most serious ones (FR, 
138 [SW1, 145]). However, this statement concerning the necessity of understanding will 
within us to understand force in nature is dependent on the original postulation of the 
‘immediate” recognition of body (for the essential knowledge of will) in 1813, which, as 
we will see, Schopenhauer recants. On body as immediate object see On the Fourfold 
Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason (1813) (EFR, 19, 26f, 54 [SW7, 25f, 36, 74]). 


(7.) On the relationship between morphology and etiology, and the impossibility of the 
knowledge of forces in etiology, Schopenhauer explains: “Morphology on the whole essen- 
tially forgoes all explanation; it only describes in a well-ordered manner, what is there, 
and does not attempt to show why or how it has arisen or will arise. Aetiology explains 
what occurs and what will occur: but how? Mechanics, physics, chemistry, teach the rules 
and laws according to which the forces of impenetrability, weight, cohesion, rigidity, fluid- 
ity, elasticity, warmth, light, elective affinity, magnetism, electricity etc. are effectual, i.e. 
they show us the law, the rule, which these forces, in accordance with every one of their 
appearances in space and time, are governed by: the forces themselves, however, remain 
qualitates occultae. And have to: for it is in fact the thing in itself, which, by appearing, 
expresses that phenomenon, but is itself entirely different from it; it is of course in its ap- 
pearance subject to the principle of ground, as the form of representation, but it is itself 
never to be traced back to this form and therefore these appearances cannot be ex- 
plained to the last aetiologically either, can never be fathomed entirely” (Arthur Schopen- 
hauer, Vorlesung uber die gesamte Philosophie (1820) [Lecture on the Whole of Philoso- 
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phy], edited by Karsten Worm (Berlin: InfoSoftware, 2008), ch. 10, X93). In other words, 
the forces can never be fathomed, never be known—this is what Schopenhauer terms 
qualitates occultae. See John E. Atwell on qualitas occulta in Schopenhauer on the Char- 
acter of the World: The Metaphysics of Will (Berkeley: University of California Press), 
1995, 63f. 


(8.) See FR, 45 (SW1, 42f.). Schopenhauer does not draw on the law of inertia to found 
his concept of force, but it is clear that inertia is itself a force, essentially because it is the 
force that makes something capable of continuing on its given motive path. One can see 
that he considers inertia a force here: “simple and uniform effectual forces, such as gravi- 
tation and inertia, in unresisting space” (PP2, 116 [SW6, 135]). See also PP2, 39 (SW6, 
41). 


(9.) On matter as substance and change, see WWR1, 31 (SW2, 12). 


(10.) Schopenhauer states: “The endless chain of causes and effects produces all alter- 
ations, yet it never extends beyond these, so two things remain untouched. These are, on 
the one hand, matter, because, as has just been shown, matter is the bearer of all alter- 
ations or it is just that in which such alterations take place; and on the other hand, the 
original forces of nature, because these forces are the means by which alterations or ef- 
fects are possible at all—the means by which causes first receive causality, i.e., efficacy” 
FR, 47 (SW1, 45). 


(11.) Helmut Primer explicated in no uncertain terms Schopenhauer’s contradictory use 
of the concept of matter: “Schopenhauer says himself that matter is more of a metaphysi- 
cal than a physical principle of explanation and in the second volume of the Parerga it is 
even a natura naturans, i.e. as such entirely identical with the will. On the other hand, 
matter is, however, also natura naturata, for otherwise physics would be placed on the 
throne of metaphysics. This indistinction peculiar to Schopenhauer subverts and under- 
mines the entire system” (Helmut R. A. Primer, Das Problem des Materialismus in der 
Philosophie Arthur Schopenhauers [Frankfurt: P. Lang, 1984], 38). Emil Schill also notes 
the problematic function of the term “matter” in Schopenhauer’s philosophy and indeed 
its contradictory use: “This function [of connecting the world as will with the world as 
representation through the visibility of will and linking this to causality] is perfectly ful- 
filled by matter; but to this end Schopenhauer had to violate its essence, in that he turned 
it into an abstraction and mere effectuality, by which, however, he could in no way do jus- 
tice to its real, substantial ontological content” (Emil Schill, Das Problem der Materie bei 
Schopenhauer, PhD Diss, Freiburg i.Br. 1940, 60). 


(12.) See WN, 369 (SW4, 56): “for matter is the mere visibility of will. ... Pure matter, ab- 
solutely without form and properties, which we think of as the material of a natural prod- 
uct, merely exists in thought [ist blofs ein ens rationis] and cannot occur in experience.” 


(13.) See also WN, 369 (SW4, 56): “Because in a natural product matter is the mere visi- 
bility of form, we also see form appear empirically as the mere offspring of matter, issu- 
ing forth from within matter, in crystallization, in vegetable and animal spontaneous gen- 
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eration, which is at least not to be doubted among epizoa.—For this reason, it can be as- 
sumed that nowhere, on no planet or satellite, can matter lapse into a state of endless 
rest; rather, its intrinsic forces (i.e. will, of which it is the mere visibility) will always put 
to an end any rest that occurs, always awaken from their sleep, in order to begin their 
acting anew as mechanical, physical, chemical, organic forces, since these always await 
their opportunity.” 


(14.) Schopenhauer writes: “what aetiology calls a natural law is the unchanging constan- 
cy with which such a force expresses itself, whenever its known conditions are present. 
But all that it knows or could ever know is this natural law, these conditions, this emer- 
gence at a particular time and place. The force that is itself expressed, the inner essence 
of the appearances that emerge according to these laws will remain an eternal mystery to 
it, something as entirely foreign and unfamiliar in the simplest phenomena as in the most 
complicated” (WWR1, 121f [SW2, 116]). 


(15.) The German is “Das Ursachsein der Ursache.” Alternative translations are “causal 
being of a cause” and “cause’s being as a cause.” 


(16.) Gerhard Klamp, “Kettenreaktion und Kausalkraft,” in Schopenhauer-Jahrbuch, edit- 
ed by Arthur Hubscher (Frankfurt: Waldemar Kramer, 1948), 248-56, at 253. 


(17.) Martin Morgenstern also maintains that the natural forces can only be recognized 
through the natural laws (i.e., by means of causality). Martin Morgenstern, Schopen- 
hauers Philosophie der Naturwissenschaft (Bonn: Bouvier, 1985), 164. 


(18.) Ibid., 167. 
(19.) See John E. Atwell, Schopenhauer on the Character of the World, 63. 


(20.) For a brief sketch of the relationship between force and cause in Schopenhauer, and 
a proposed general distinction in terms of causation, see Barbara Hannan, The Riddle of 
the World: A Reconsideration of Schopenhauer’s Philosophy (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 7f. She refers back to Fred Dretske here. Fred Dretske, Explaining Behav- 
ior: Reason in a World of Causes (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1988), 42. 


(21.) Schopenhauer addresses this theme with renewed enthusiasm in his later main 
work, The World as Will and Representation. This theme was dubbed a change from his 
metaphysics of ground to that of will by Rudolf Malter. See Rudolf Malter, “Wesen und 
Grund: Schopenhauers Konzeption eines neuen Typus von Metaphysik,” in Schopenhauer 
Jahrbuch (Frankfurt: Waldemar Kramer, 1988), 29-41, at 36. Schopenhauer returns to his 
original theme from his dissertation once again after The World as Will and Representa- 
tion (1819) in his later work “On Will in Nature” (1836). I cover this work toward the end 
of this chapter. 


(22.) On the relationship between the law of motivation and the law of causality see §43 
of the Fourfold Root of 1847. This key passage essentially underscores Schopenhauer’s 
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entire philosophy; that is, the relationship between the outer world of appearances and 
the notion of a will that underlies them. 


(23.) Schopenhauer writes: “Precisely because the subject of willing is immediately given 
in self-consciousness, what willing is cannot be further defined or described; moreover, it 
is the most immediate of all of our cognitions, and indeed, the fact that it is immediate 
must ultimately cast light on all remaining cognitions, which are mediated” (FR, 136 
[SW1, 144]). He contends that the motivations themselves can only be known through a 
subject in relation to a subject, since actions and occurrences are only ever viewed as 
outer appearances: “In the physical world alterations are bound together, since the cause 
is the condition, coming from without, of any event. In contrast, the interior of such 
events remains a secret to us, since we always remain on the outside” (FR, 137 [SW1, 
144)). 


(24.) This cornerstone is crucial to his explanation of “will in nature”; that is, the corre- 
spondence between will in the individual human being and the transference of the will to 
all natural objects. Schopenhauer explains: “From a different perspective, with reference 
to my philosophy in general, I add here that [the way in which] the law of motivation is re- 
lated to the law of causality given in § 20 above, [is the same way in which] this fourth 
class of objects for the subject, and thus that of the will which is perceived in ourselves, is 
related to the first class. This insight is the cornerstone of my whole metaphysics” (FR, 
138 [SW1, 145]). He repeats this claim, yet at the same time explicating the problem of 
cognizing will as thing in itself at WWRI1, 126f (SW2, 121f). The body itself is now merely 
representation, but the subject is to view itself as will in an attempt to grasp the inner 
essence of world. However, in terms of knowledge, Schopenhauer himself ends up recog- 
nizing that there is no form of knowledge of will. 


(25.) In his dissertation of 1813, Schopenhauer determined the body as an immediate ob- 
ject and therefore attempted to grasp it as will. However, Schopenhauer writes, in his 
own revision of his dissertation in 1847, that the body is only immediate in the sense that 
it is the objectivation of will and that one can recognize the act of will through the action 
of the body; however, the body is, as an object among other objects, entirely subject to 
representation: “Now insofar as the organic body is the starting point for the intuition of 
all other objects and thus is the mediation of these, in the first edition of this essay I had 
called the body the immediate object. This expression, however, can only apply in a quite 
non-literal sense. For although perception of its sensations is absolutely immediate, it 
does not present itself as an object at all, but so far everything still remains subjective, 
that is, sensation. ... The body is objectively cognized (that is, as an object) only mediate- 
ly, because it, like all other objects, presents itself in the understanding, or in the brain 
(which is the same), as a cognized cause of a subjectively given effect” (FR, 81f [SW1, 
84)). 


(26.) On this theme, see D. G. Carus, Die Grundung des Willensbegriffs (Wiesbaden: 
Springer, 2016), Introduction (part 1), 14, 31f. 
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(27.) “But until now, people have not recognized the identity ... between the will and the 
essence of all the striving and acting [wirkenden] forces in nature” (WWRI1, 135 [SW2, 
132)). 


(28.) He realizes in the course of his examination in The World as Will and Representation 
that there is no immediate cognition of will in self-consciousness, within us, and states in 
no uncertain terms in 1844, in Volume 2 of The World as Will and Representation, “the 
form of time still remains, along with that of being cognized and cognizing in general. Ac- 
cordingly, in this inner cognizance the thing in itself has certainly for the most part cast 
off its veils but still does not emerge entirely naked. In consequence of the form of time 
that is still attached to the thing in itself, everyone is cognizant of his will only in its suc- 
cessive individual acts, but not as a whole, in and for itself. ... Nevertheless, the percep- 
tion in which we take cognizance of the stirrings and acts of our own will is far more im- 
mediate than any other: it is the point where the thing in itself most immediately makes 
its appearance and is most closely illuminated by the cognizant subject; this is precisely 
why that intimately cognized occurrence is simply and solely suited to becoming the in- 
terpreter of every other” (WWR2,ac), 220f). 


(29.) As with the denial of the will for life in the ascetic. Yet these “forms” of “recogni- 
tion” of will as thing in itself are not an instance of the cognition of will, but instead ex- 
press some form of willinglessness, again no longer linked to the concept of willing or, in 
turn, to force. See WWR1, 407f (SW2, 449f). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


Schopenhauer aspired to develop a metaphysics that provided a comprehensive explana- 
tion of the totality of experiences. Central to this task was the completion of the scientific 
image of the world by explaining assumptions made by, but not explainable by science 
and by explaining actual phenomena that science would rule out as impossible. So, in On 
Will in Nature, a work ostensibly concerned with showing how the best findings of sci- 
ence substantiated his metaphysics, the lengthiest chapter is “Animal Magnetism and 
Magic,” a discussion of phenomena that are viewed by science as impossible due to their 
violating the laws of space, time, and causality. In this chapter, the author critically exam- 
ines the role that weird and paranormal phenomena play in validating Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics, phenomena such as waking dreams, animal magnetism, ghosts, magic, 
prophetic dreams, clairvoyance, telekinesis, and communication with the dead. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, telepathy, clairvoyance, paranormal, animal magnetism 


[L]ike a magician, it calls into visibility things that for us are of the greatest reali- 
ty, but that in respect of the will are merely reflections of its essence.! 


Driven by a steadfast commitment to the genius of his intuitions, an unbridled curiosity, 
cosmopolitan sensibilities, a dedication to track the scent of truth wherever the trail led, 
an unrelenting desire for discovering sources substantiating his philosophy, coupled with 
a forty-eight-year-long philosophy career, Arthur Schopenhauer explored varied and vari- 
ous subjects, common and weird, acceptable and taboo, normal and paranormal. 
Friedrich Nietzsche deeply admired Schopenhauer’s honesty and his willingness to artic- 
ulate truths that Schopenhauer knew were displeasing to his contemporaries, but Niet- 
zsche also classified Schopenhauer’s fascination with weird, abnormal, and paranormal 
phenomena among the “vices and excesses” found in his philosophy, such as “the non- 
sense about compassion, about how it makes possible the penetration of the principium 
individuationis, how it is the basis of all morality; also such claims as ‘dying is the pur- 
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pose of existence,’ and ‘a priori one cannot altogether deny the possibility that magical ef- 
fects might emanate from one who has died.’ ”? Nietzsche also assailed Schopenhauer’s 
ability to understand moral phenomena by mentioning that Schopenhauer is “one who 
still honestly believes in illuminations from above, in magic, in ghostly appearances and 
in the metaphysical ugliness of the toad!”* Nietzsche was, perhaps, too naturwis- 
senschaftlich to stomach Schopenhauer’s forays into the weird. More succinctly, Arthur O. 
Lovejoy simply mentions Schopenhauer’s “queer weakness for occultism.”* 


(p- 176) Something more than a “queer weakness” may well be suggested by a glance at 
the oddest and lengthiest footnote to the oddest and lengthiest chapter in On Will in Na- 
ture, “Animal Magnetism and Magic,” in which Schopenhauer recalls his experience of a 
magician. 


In the year 1854, I had the good fortune to see here [Frankfurt] such extraordi- 
nary feats of Mr. Regazzoni of Bergamo, in which the immediate, that is, magical, 
power of his will over others is unmistakable and to the greatest degree astonish- 
ing, of the authenticity of which feats none could remain in doubt, except those to 
whom nature has completely denied all capacity for comprehending pathological 
conditions; however, there are such subjects, who must be made lawyers, minis- 
ters, merchants, or soldiers, but for heaven’s sake not doctors, for the result 
would be fatal, since in medicine diagnosis is the primary thing.—[Regazzoni] 
could put his somnambulist, who was under his influence, into complete catalepsy; 
in fact, merely through his will, without gestures, as she walked forward and he 
stood behind her, he could make her fall, backwards. He could paralyze her, put 
her in a state of tetanus [Starrkrampf], with dilated pupils, completely insensible, 
and the unmistakable signs of a completely cataleptic condition. He had a lady 
from the audience play the piano, and then, standing five paces behind her, 
through his will, with gestures, paralyzed her so she could not play. Then he put 
her against a column and charmed her so that she could not move from the spot 
despite the greatest effort.—According to my observation almost all of his tricks 
can be explained from the fact that he isolates the brain from the spinal column, 
either completely, whereby all sensible and motor nerves are paralyzed and com- 
plete catalepsy occurs, or the paralysis affects only the motor nerves, while sensi- 
bility remains, so that her head retains consciousness atop a body apparently 
dead. Strychnine works in just the same way: it paralyzes only the motor nerves to 
the point of complete tetanus, leading to death by suffocation; yet it leaves the 
sensible nerves, hence also the consciousness, undisturbed. Regazzoni does the 
same through the magical influence of his will. (WN, 408n [SW4, 102]). 


Schopenhauer’s credulity might make one pause, but in many ways the entire chapter is 
incredible. Indeed, his fascination with weird phenomena like animal magnetism, black 
and white magic, clairvoyance, spirit seeing, and telekinesis makes it easy to wish that he 
had been more incredulous.° 
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Schopenhauer, however, thought that his beliefs in the paranormal were no wilder than 
his commitment to idealism, to his thinking that “we carry the world around in our 
heads,” an idea that “surpasses in incredibility all the fairy tales and fables ever invent- 
ed,” something that led him to feel “like Arjuna when Krishna appeared to him in his true 
divine form with his hundred thousand arms, eyes, mouths, etc.” (MR4, 45).® 
Nevertheless, Schopenhauer philosophized from experience, especially privileging his 
own, and he had experienced animal magnetism and ghosts. He also had a sense of being 
mildly clairvoyant.’ He credited a prophetic dream involving the appearance of a youthful 
friend, who died when Schopenhauer was ten years old, as a warning to flee Berlin in Au- 
gust of 1831, which he did, thereby avoiding the cholera epidemic that has been said to 
have taken Hegel in November of that year. Shortly after his arrival in Frankfurt am 

(p.177) Main, he experienced what he called a “perfectly clear apparition” involving his 
living mother and his dead father; which “indicated that I would now outlive my mother 
who at that time was still alive; my father who was already dead was carrying a light in 
his hand” (MR4, 62).® 


Yet Schopenhauer’s belief in spirit apparitions and magic was not philosophically idiosyn- 
cratic. His hero, Kant, came to ambivalent conclusions about the paranormal in the pre- 
Critical essay “Dreams of a Spirit-seer, Elucidated by the Dreams of Metaphysics” (1766), 
concerning the spiritualism of his contemporary, the Swedish theologian and mystic 
Emanuel Swedenborg.? Schopenhauer’s nemeses, Johann Fichte, Friedrich Schelling, and 
G. W. F. Hegel also believed in the paranormal.!° Fichte and Hegel accepted animal mag- 
netism, and Schelling and Hegel somnambulism, clairvoyance, and ghosts.!! 
Schopenhauer, however, would never consider citing the men he called the “three 
sophists,” even though it was his typical practice to cite whomever he could to back his 
views. But what more deeply provided Schopenhauer with a sense of the legitimacy of 
magic and paranormal phenomena was their lengthy multicultural histories: “one will be 
amazed at the tenacity with which humankind has clung to the idea of magic everywhere 
and at all times ... one will conclude that it has a deep basis at least in the nature of the 
human being, if not in things generally” (WN, 414/111). Indeed, in his “Essay on Spirit- 
Seeing and Related Issues” from the first volume of Parerga and Paralipomena, Schopen- 
hauer does not feel compelled to provide accounts of spirit-seeing, assuming that his 
readers were well familiar with such accounts, and he took such experiences as a fact for 
which he would provide a theory. Schopenhauer took pride in the fact that he considered 
such paranormal phenomena, and he told his friend Julius Frauenstadt that “[his] meta- 
physics had vindicated” these neglected phenomena.!? More importantly, however, 
Schopenhauer also appealed to these phenomena to corroborate his metaphysics. In what 
way did these phenomena corroborate his metaphysics? Do they, in some sense, actually 
corroborate his metaphysics? To answer these questions it is necessary to consider his 
meta-metaphysics. 


Page 3 of 20 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Haunted World: The Use of Weird and Paranormal Phenom- 
ena to Corroborate His Metaphysics 


10.1 An Immanent Metaphysics: Between Dog- 
matic Omniscience and the Despair of the 
Kantian Critique 


It is not surprising that Schopenhauer would be silent about the nature of metaphysics in 
his dissertation, since On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason is a work 
in what he later would call “philosophia prima,” an analysis of the “faculty of cognition 
[ErkenntnifZvermogen],” its forms, laws, validity, and limitations (PP2, 21 [SW6, 19]). 
Even in its extensively revised second edition, where there is more metaphysical content, 
he says nothing about the nature of metaphysics, although, to show his allegiance to 
Kant, he assiduously replaced the term “metaphysical” with “transcendental.” .178) Nor 
is it unexpected that he would be silent about metaphysics in his second work, On Vision 
and Colors, given his task of developing a theory of colors, an undertaking he viewed as 
primarily scientific. Nevertheless, it is extraordinary that Schopenhauer says little about 
the nature of metaphysics in the first edition of his main work, The World as Will and Rep- 
resentation, and, when he does describe the task of metaphysics, he does so obliquely in 
the context of a discussion of the metaphysically expressive power of music. Paraphrasing 
Leibniz, Schopenhauer describes music as “an unconscious exercise in metaphysics, in 
which the mind does not know it is philosophizing,” and he says “philosophy is nothing 
other than a complete and correct repetition and expression of the essence of the world 
in very general concepts” (WWR1, 292 [SW2, 312]).'° He contends that music produces in 
tones what metaphysics does through concepts. Thus, in the first edition of his main 
work, the task of metaphysics appears to be to conceptually express the essence of the 
world, which he does by denominating this essence “will.” Indeed, such denominating has 
such a profoundly illuminating cast that there is something magical about it: “But the 
word will ... is supposed to unlock the inner most essence of all things in nature for us like 
a magic spell” (WWR1, 136 [SW2, 133]). In his fourth book, On Will in Nature, Schopen- 
hauer remarks that after “a seventeen-year silence,” he is publishing again “to provide 
some of the corroboration that my philosophy has received from unbiased empiricists 
who, unacquainted with my philosophy, have, at the end point of their method aimed at 
mere knowledge from experience, discovered just that which my theory has presented as 
metaphysics by which experience in general is to be explained” (WN, 323 [SW4, 1]). Yet 
he neither explains nor attempts to justify this novel idea of metaphysics as explaining ex- 
perience in general. 


In the second edition of The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer first me- 
thodically discusses the idea that metaphysics explains “experience in general.” He ad- 
dresses his metaphysics first in the Appendix to the first volume, “Critique of the Kantian 
Philosophy,” and he elaborates on this conception of metaphysics in the important seven- 
teenth chapter of the second volume of his main work, “On the Human Being’s Metaphys- 
ical Need.” Later he casts more light on metaphysics in section 21 of “On Philosophy and 
Its Method,” from the second volume of Parerga and Paralipomena. 
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In the “Critique of the Kantian Philosophy,” in a lengthy paragraph added in the second 
edition of his main book (1844), Schopenhauer confronts Kant’s rejection of “dogmatic 
metaphysics”—the view that we can have knowledge of that which lies beyond the possi- 
bility of experience. Schopenhauer understands Kant to be arguing something like the fol- 
lowing: 


1. Metaphysics is the science that seeks cognition of what is beyond the possibility of 
experience (things in themselves). 
2. Our cognitions of things are either a priori or a posteriori. 
3. But what is cognized a priori is found in human reason and applies only to our rep- 
resentations (experiences of things) and does not concern the existence of things be- 
yond our experiences (things in themselves). 
4. Therefore, metaphysics can never be based on a priori cognitions. (1, 3) 

(p.179) 5. Therefore, metaphysics must be based on a posteriori cognitions. (2, 4) 
6. Yet what is beyond the possibility of experience can never be discovered a posteri- 
ori, using principles that are derived from inner or outer experience. 
7. Therefore metaphysics cannot be based on a posteriori cognitions. (1, 6) 
8. Therefore we cannot have cognitions of what is beyond the possibility of experi- 
ence (things in themselves). (2, 4, 7) 
9. Therefore metaphysics is impossible. (1, 8)'4 


Schopenhauer is willing to accept Kant’s argument as it stands, as long as proposition 1 
is the proper task of metaphysics. However, Schopenhauer will reject 1, and by this 
propositions 7 and 9 while agreeing with 2-6 and 8. 


Schopenhauer argues that Kant’s justification for proposition 7 begs the question be- 
cause he simply presented an “etymological argument from the word ‘metaphysics’ ” for 
this proposition in the first section of the Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics by 
holding that “metaphysics was identical to a priori cognition” (WWRI1, 454 [SW2, 506)). 
This allowed Kant, Schopenhauer continues, to reject experience and a posteriori 
cognition as the source of metaphysics without any proof. But, Schopenhauer claims, “the 
world and our existence are necessarily given to us as a riddle” (WWRI1, 454 [SW2, 506)), 
implying that the task of metaphysics is to solve the riddle of existence,!° which entailed 
for Schopenhauer also the rejection of proposition 7, since “we would need a proof that 
“the material for solving the riddle of the world could not be possibly be contained in the 
world itself, but instead could only be looked for from outside of the world ... under the 
guidance of those forms of which we are a priori conscious” (WWRI1, 454 [SW2, 507]). Ab- 
sent such a proof, Schopenhauer contends that the solution to the riddle of the world 
must result from an understanding of the world itself and that the task of metaphysics is 
to understand the world “from the ground up,” using the main sources of knowledge, 
“both outer and inner experience” (WWR1, 455 [SW2, 507]). By connecting outer and in- 
ner experience in the right sort of way, he continues, you solve the puzzle of existence 
without, however, attaining “a complete and self-sufficient explanation of its [the world’s] 
existence ... that does away with all further problems” (WWRI1, 455 [SW, 507]). 
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To help his readers better understand his view of metaphysics, Schopenhauer refers them 
to the seventeenth chapter of the second volume of The World as Will and Representation, 
“On the Human Being’s Metaphysical Need” (Uber das metaphysische Bediirfnif des 
Menschen), where he provides his most robust discussion of metaphysics. Here he rejects 
proposition 1 by radically redefining metaphysics. It is no longer a science that attempts 
to know that which lies beyond the bounds of all possible experience; rather, metaphysics 
is “the science of experience in general ... the correct explanation of experience as a 
whole” (WWR2)p), 181 [SW3, 201]).!© Arguing that “the whole of experience is like a cryp- 
tograph [Geheimschrift], and philosophy is the deciphering of it [Entzifferung], the cor- 
rectness of which is confirmed by the connectedness that appears everywhere” (WWR2)/p), 
182 [SW3, 202]), Schopenhauer holds that experience is deciphered “if only this whole [of 
experience] is grasped in sufficient depth, and inner experience is connected to outer, 
then must it be capable of being interpreted [gedeutet], ‘. 180) explained [ausgelegt], 
from itself” (WWR2)p), 182/202).'” The verification that experience has been grasped in 
sufficient depth is when, Schopenhauer continues, “It [the deciphering] must spread a 
uniform light over all appearances of the world, and even bring the most heterogeneous 
into agreement, so that the contradiction is resolved also between those that contrast the 
most” (WWR2)p), 184 [SW3, 205]).!8 This remark about bringing into agreement even ap- 
pearances that “contrast the most” set the stage for his analysis of the paranormal, for 
such experiences stand in the greatest contrast with “normal” experiences, those experi- 
ences theoretically explicable by the sciences. 


Schopenhauer, of course, has to show why proposition 7, “Metaphysics cannot be based 
on a posteriori cognitions” is false. He mounts a curious argument against proposition 7, 
using a series of rhetorical questions. 


But does it not appear downright backwards that one looks away from experience, 
ignoring its content [Inhalt], and that one should simply take and use as material 
[Stoff] empty forms [Formen] of which we are a priori conscious, in order to unrid- 
dle [entrathseln] experience, i.e., the world which alone lies before us? Is it not 
rather appropriate for the subject that the science of experience in general, and as 
such, would just draw from experience? Its problem is given to it empirically; why 
should its solution also not be aided by experience? The task is certainly not the 
observation of particular experiences, but rather the correct explanation of experi- 
ence as a whole. Therefore its foundation must certainly be of an empirical kind. 
(WWR2/p}, 180f [SW2, 200f]) 


Schopenhauer appears to reject proposition 7 by simply redefining the nature of meta- 
physics. If metaphysics is the science of experience in general, then it follows that a pos- 
teriori and not simply a priori (nonempirical) cognitions would be the material for meta- 
physics. Indeed, if metaphysics aims at a comprehensive explanation of experience, it 
would seem absurd to ignore experience, and it would make sense that there has to be an 
empirical foundation for metaphysics.!9 
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Schopenhauer then claims that metaphysics “is knowledge [Wissen] drawn from the intu- 
ition of the external actual world and from the information about this by the most inti- 
mate facts of self-consciousness deposited in direct concepts” (WWR2)/p), 183 [SW3, 203]). 
But if metaphysics has an empirical foundation, it must draw its materials from what John 
Locke called “the two fountains of knowledge,” sensation and reflection,?° or from what 
Schopenhauer called, following Kant, the outer and inner senses.”! Schopenhauer will 
still retain allegiance to proposition 6 by appealing to Kant: “And although no one can 
cognize the thing in itself through the veil [Hulle] of the forms of intuition, nonetheless 
everyone carries this within himself, indeed, it is himself [so tragt anderseits doch Jeder 
dieses in sich, ja, ist es selbst]; therefore, it must be in some way accessible in self-con- 
sciousness, if only in a conditional way. Thus the bridge on which metaphysics goes be- 
yond experience is nothing other than that very separation of experience into appearance 
and thing in itself, that in which I have placed Kant’s greatest merit” (WWR2)/p), 182f 
[SW3, 203]). By retaining an allegiance to Kant’s transcendental ©. 181) idealism, 
Schopenhauer accepts that the world of experience, the object of the “outer sense,” is 
mere appearance and that a priori knowledge is valid only in reference to experience. 
Now, however, he tweaks Kant. 


I added [to Kant] that, precisely as appearance, it [the world] is the manifestation 
of that which appears; and with him [Kant], I call that which appears the thing in 
itself. Therefore the thing in itself must express its inner nature and character in 
the world of experience, and it must be possible to interpret these from it, and in- 
deed from the material, not from the mere form, of experience. Accordingly philos- 
ophy is nothing but the correct and universal understanding of experience itself, 
the true interpretation of its meaning and content. This is the metaphysical, i.e., 
that which is merely clothed in appearance and veiled [Verhullte] in its forms, that 
which is related to appearance as the thought or idea is to the word. (WWR2jp), 
183f [SW3, 204]) 


Employing Kant’s distinction between appearance and thing in itself as permitting his 
claim that the thing in itself is that which appears in all appearances, Schopenhauer ties 
will as thing in itself to appearance, such that it is known only in reference to appear- 
ances and that it is not to be considered “as an ens extramundanum, but it is always cog- 
nized only in its relations [Verhaltnissen] and references [Beziehungen] to appearance 
itself” (WWR2/p), 183 [SW3, 203]). 


As is the case with any experience, Schopenhauer contends, the experience of our will is 
within the most basic epistemic condition, the subject-object correlation, and that as an 
object of self-consciousness, the will has a “being-in-itself” different from our experience 
of it as an object. Moreover since the will is an object of self-consciousness (the inner 
sense), will is cognized through the a priori form of time, and so it is experienced in “suc- 
cessive individual acts, not as a whole in and by itself” (WWR2/p), 197 [SW3, 220]). For 
these reasons, Schopenhauer concluded that we do not know the thing-in-itself “naked,” 
but that the will is that in which the thing-in-itself has “to a great extent cast off its 

veils” (WWR2)p), 197 [SW3, 220]).22 Because will is still “veiled” and our forms of cogni- 
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tion only apply to appearances, no final solution to the riddle of existence is possible since 
such a solution would entail that we peek behind the veil, something that would be a new 
form of cognition, something akin to Schelling’s intellectual intuition, which Schopen- 
hauer mocked as the so-called sixth sense of the bat.22 Human cognitive capacity is such 
that concerning the thing in itself, concerning the “naked” thing in itself, it would be im- 
possible for us to derive any intuition or sense of it, even “if a being of a higher type came 
and took all the trouble to teach it to us, we would be thoroughly unable to understand 
his disclosures” (WWR2)/p}, 185 [SW3, 206]).24 Thus, Schopenhauer’s acceptance of Kant’s 
propositions 2-4 and 8. 


The metaphysical will qualifies as thing-in-itself compared to other appearances because 
it has only the “veil” of time and it is the content, stuff, kernel, or essence of the more 
complexly conditioned appearances. As Schopenhauer claimed in On Will in Nature, will 
is the “in-itself” of all representations: “Everything that is known of things only empirical- 
ly, only a posteriori, is in itself will; in contrast, as far as things are . 182) determinable a 
priori, they belong solely to representation, to the mere appearance” (WN, 393/86). 
Hence, will is that which is expressed in appearance. It is that which is “represented” in 
“representations” (PP1, 22 [SW5, 21]) and it is that which is expressed in all representa- 
tions that are spatially and temporarily ordered within a causal matrix, like the represen- 
tation of one’s own body. Yet, since the experience of will as thing in itself is conditioned 
by human cognition, what the thing in itself is in itself is unknown. In this way, Schopen- 
hauer retains fidelity to proposition 6 in Kant’s argument but rejects 1 and 9. Meta- 
physics does not seek cognition of the thing in itself, which is an impossible task. His 
metaphysics does not seek such, but rather it is the science that explains the totality of 
experiences, something that is possible.?° It is also for this reason that Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics, which seeks to explain the totality of experiences, is a theory of almost 
everything, recognizing the possibility of something eluding theorizing. In this way, he 
claimed “my path lies between the earlier dogmatic doctrine of omniscience and the de- 
spair of Kant’s critique” (WWRI1, 455 [SW2, 507]). By not seeking to transcend the 
bounds of experience, Schopenhauer views his metaphysics as fully immanent, as describ- 
ing things within the bounds of all possible experience. 


10.2 Empirical Corroborations of the Meta- 
physics of Will 


In On Will in Nature, Schopenhauer views the corroborations of his philosophy by the sci- 
ences as concerning “the core and principal point of my theory, its metaphysics proper ... 
that with which we are immediately acquainted and precisely intimate, that which we find 
in our innermost selves as will, [is] the only thing in itself, the only truly real thing, the 
only original and metaphysical thing in the world where everything else is only appear- 
ance, i.e., mere representation.” He continues, in the same passage, “Will gives power to 
everything, whatever it may be, the power by means of which it can exist and give 

effect” (WN, 324 [SW4, 2]). Citing a remark from one of Kant’s pre-Critical essays con- 
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cerning the relationship of metaphysics to science, Schopenhauer claims that his meta- 
physics of will grounds science by explaining those basic elements at which the sciences 
end or are presupposed as givens (e.g., as natural forces, vital forces, and formative dri- 
ves).2© Schopenhauer understands the natural sciences as corroborating his metaphysics, 
however, by recognizing will at the endpoints of their investigations, “when in particular- 
ly fortunate cases especially clear sighted and observant investigators in the realm of the 
natural sciences succeed at casting a stolen glance beyond the curtain that, as it were, 
fixes the limits of their science, not just sensing the boundary as such, but also in a way 
perceiving even its constitution [Beschaffenheit], and in a way even peering into the 
realm of metaphysics that lies on the other side of the curtain” (WN, 326 [SW4, 4]). Con- 
sequently, in the first four chapters of On Will in Nature, Schopenhauer works his way 
through the natural sciences showing cases in which will ©. 183) was recognized as basic. 
This strategy is continued in the fifth chapter, “Linguistics,” where he highlights lan- 
guages that attribute a will to natural processes. The sixth chapter, “Animal Magnetism 
and Magic,” continues the same method, citing instances in which practitioners of animal 
magnetism and magic credit a will as the force behind their arts. 


Yet there is something deeper at stake for Schopenhauer when he considers paranormal 
phenomena. In such phenomena as animal magnetism,”’ clairvoyance, telepathy, ex- 
trasensory perception, ghosts, telekinesis, and magic, Schopenhauer believed that: “we 
will see will—which I have presented as the thing in itself, as the only real thing in all ex- 
istence, as the core of nature—achieving through the human individual things not to be 
explained by causal connection, i.e., by the law of the course of nature, indeed, things 
that to a certain extent suspend this law and actually exert action at a distance, thus re- 
vealing a supernatural, i.e., metaphysical mastery of nature—then I know of no more fac- 
tual corroboration of my theory that could still be required” (WN, 409 [SW4, 104]).2° 


Consequently, paranormal phenomena serve as a “factual corroboration” of his meta- 
physics in ways no other phenomena could because not only do such phenomena elude 
scientific explanation, but from the point of view of the natural sciences, such phenomena 
also are regarded as delusions, illusions, tricks, or frauds because they contradict the 
laws of nature. So when the good Signor Regazzoni, whom Schopenhauer discusses in 
that oddest and longest footnote, exerted the magical powers of his will on his assistant, 
making her tumble, paralyzing her, and putting her into a cataleptic state, and when 
Regazzoni paralyzed the volunteer from the audience, simply through gestures, thereby 
preventing her from playing the piano, he breached the separation between individuals, 
broke the bounds between distinct spatial-temporal individuals, defying all causal laws. 
He defied the physical connections between things, the so-called physical nexus, and he 
demonstrated that, 


[T]there must be still another [connection], proceeding through the essence in it- 
self of all things, a subterranean connection, so to speak, whereby one point of ap- 
pearance would be able immediately to affect any other by a metaphysical nexus; 
that therefore it must be possible to affect things from within, instead of from 
without as is usual, an effect of appearance on appearance, by means of the 
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essence in itself that is one and the same in all appearances; that, just as we act 
causally as created nature, we would also be capable of acting as creating nature, 
and for the moment the microcosm would assert itself as macrocosm; that the par- 
titions of individuation and separation, no matter how firm, could still occasionally 
permit a communication, as it were, behind the curtains, or like a secret game un- 
der that table (WN, 415 [SW4, 111]) 


Will, of course, provides this metaphysical connection.?9 Just as will underlies normal in- 
tuitive appearances, it also underlies paranormal appearances in ways that are inexplica- 
ble. 


It is clear why Schopenhauer would find paranormal phenomena significant for his meta- 
physics. If there were such phenomena, Schopenhauer’s philosophy would appear to have 
even more explanatory power than the natural sciences since he could claim that ©. 184) 
his philosophy explains a greater range of experience than the sciences. More profoundly, 
however, Schopenhauer claims that the confirmation of a correct deciphering of experi- 
ence is that it “must spread a uniform light over all appearances of the world, and even 
bring the most heterogeneous into agreement, so that the contradiction may be removed 
also between those that contrast the most” (WWR2)/p, 184 [SW3, 205]). Paranormal phe- 
nomena provide a profound contradiction to normal phenomena, and, by having a meta- 
physics that can account for paranormal phenomena, Schopenhauer finds that his meta- 
physics explains the totality of experiences. Not simply those phenomena presupposed by 
science that are scientifically unexplainable, but also actual phenomena the existence of 
which are viewed by science as impossible. 


Yet it is doubtful that paranormal phenomena are as Schopenhauer viewed them, viz., as 
phenomena that elude scientific explanation. Take our old friend Signor Regazzoni who, 
through the magical influences of his will, was able to isolate the frustrated pianist’s 
brain from her spinal column, so that her head retained consciousness atop an apparently 
dead body. It appears that Schopenhauer is guilty here of employing the concept of 
causality transcendently since one wonders how the idea of magical influence is not some 
causal notion, suggesting that the magnetizer has tapped into the metaphysical nexus in 
such a way as to work his individual will on another. (It seems, however, that the good 
Signor’s metaphysical connection was tenuous. When two Frankfurt physicians visited 
him in his apartment a short time after his astonishing performance, they found him inca- 
pable of duplicating the feats exhibited in his stage act.2° Of course, there could have 
been a metaphysical disconnect in his apartment.) 


When it came to ghosts, however, Schopenhauer was more guarded. He thought that his 
metaphysics could ground animal magnetism, clairvoyance, telepathy, and magic, but 
ghosts troubled him metaphysically. Consequently, he ended his essay on spirit-seeing by 
claiming that his philosophy only cast “a weak light” (PP1, 272 [SW5, 328]) on the phe- 
nomenon—one insufficient to illuminate the phenomenon in a way that would resolve the 
millennia-long debate between believers and skeptics. He even suggested that a living 
person might have vivid reminiscences of a person and wrongly interpret these as com- 
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munications from the dead. In any case, unlike other paranormal phenomena, which were 
intersubjective and comparable to our intuitions of objects of the outer sense, he con- 
cludes his essay by claiming that “spirit-seeing is first and immediately, nothing but a vi- 
sion in the brain of the spirit seer” (PP1, 272 [SW5, 328]). Although he believed that a liv- 
ing or dying person could affect such a vision, which would be magical, he left it an open 
question whether a dead person could affect such a vision. He did so with good reason. 
Whereas his explanation of clairvoyance appealed to a metaphysical connection provided 
by will, a connection that at some representational level united all existence and was 
present in everything that was, is, or will be, Schopenhauer was at a loss to use the same 
explanation for ghosts. Clairvoyants thought through another’s brain as their own brain 
“slept,” but the problem is that the dead have no intellect and thus no brain—indeed, 
nothing “physical” to direct will. More deeply, death annihilated anything that would indi- 
vidualize one dead person from another—each and everything at the level of will is just 


will.?! 


ois) 10.3 Paranormal Problems 


Schopenhauer’s positing of a nonspatial and nontemporal nexus provided by will seems 
as if his metaphysics can explain phenomena that violate the laws of space and time, 
thereby giving his metaphysics an advantage over the natural sciences. However, 
Schopenhauer’s claim that the agency of the magician and clairvoyant functions to pro- 
duce these phenomena is parasitic on some notion of causality functioning through sub- 
terranean channels, as it were, channels beyond the domain in which causality applies. 
Indeed, such an explanation involves the transcendent employment of the principle of suf- 
ficient reason of becoming; its use being beyond the bounds of possible experience and 
outside the scope of an allegedly immanent philosophy.** Moreover, will as an object for 
the inner sense is still a temporal object for a subject and as such seems incapable of ac- 
counting for things seemingly nontemporal. The idea of some metaphysical connection, 
some nexus uniting all representations, also appears to involve the idea of space. Conse- 
quently, since Schopenhauer attempts to develop a metaphysics that mediates between 
the omniscience of dogmatic metaphysics and the despair of the Kantian critique by say- 
ing something about the thing in itself (will is a veiled thing in itself), but not everything 
(things in themselves are beyond cognition), he is led to walk a fine line between the im- 
manent and the transcendent, a line he cannot help but cross in his analysis of paranor- 
mal phenomena. By claiming it is the cognition of one’s own will that is the clue to con- 
necting inner with outer experiences, Schopenhauer can only claim that will is the 
essence of appearances. Moreover, Schopenhauer appears to make will the Urphdnomen 
of his philosophy, since will is the basis for explaining all other experiences, and it is inex- 
plicable and irreducible to something more basic. Perhaps that should be philosophically 
sufficient. 


Nevertheless, Schopenhauer could try to defend his position here as he did when con- 
fronted with similar problems. For example, when questioned by his friend Johann Becker 
about how the intelligible character could constitute an extratemporal act of will, and 
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how a person’s empirical character could be its appearance, Schopenhauer replied, “I 
present this not as an objective truth or as an adequate notion of the relation between the 
thing in itself and appearance; rather, I present it merely as a metaphor and simile, as a 
figurative expression of the matter ... in order to make the matter comprehensible.”*? If 
this were to be the case with Schopenhauer’s theory of the paranormal, then again, it is 
difficult to understand how he would be providing an explanation of the totality of experi- 
ences since figurative expressions transcend the principle of sufficient reason, the very 
principle of all explanation. And if such expressions provide some increase to our cogni- 
tive stock, it comes at the cost of the goal of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, viz., a compre- 
hensive explanation of the totality of experience. It also cuts against his “epiphilosophy 
[Epiphilosophie]” (WWR2)/p}, 640 [SW3, 736]), which pledges his commitment to a philoso- 
phy that stays within the bounds of experience. 


ise) 10.4 Conclusion 


Schopenhauer’s focus on the paranormal provides him with a set of phenomena that con- 
tradict the standpoint of the natural sciences, and, by showing how his metaphysics can 
account for these phenomena, he has more evidence to support his claim that his meta- 
physics explains the totality of experiences. Whereas he held that his metaphysics 
grounded science by explaining that which was presupposed but not explainable scientifi- 
cally, it also had the power to explain phenomena that contradicted the best findings of 
the natural science. It is for reasons like this that he remarked that “animal magnetism ... 
is an incomparably more important appearance than mineral magnetism” (WWR2)/p), 179 
[SW3, 198]). The latter is explained by the natural sciences, but not the former, which 
stood in contradiction to normal phenomena. Thus, he claimed that his metaphysics 
brought “the most heterogeneous [phenomena] into agreement, so that the contradiction 
is resolved also between those that contrast the most” (WWR2)p;, 184 [SW3, 205)). 


One can admire Schopenhauer’s willingness to explore phenomena that have been gener- 
ally ignored by philosophers, just as one can appreciate his willingness to speak his truths 
without regard to their reception by his contemporaries. At the same time, however, one 
must question his willingness to uncritically accept paranormal phenomena at face value. 
If there was one thing that Schopenhauer was not, he was not a skeptic. This lack of skep- 
ticism sometimes serves him well, such as his pragmatic rejection of theoretical egoism 
(solipsism).°+ But with the paranormal, it appears to have failed him.*° Perhaps he should 
have just left the paranormal as the subject for parapsychologists and ghost hunters, 
waiting instead for “facts” for which he could then attempt to supply a theory.*° Or he 
could have hunted for such like the solid British utilitarian, Henry Sidgwick, the first 
president of the Society for Psychical Research, founded in 1882 (London), and the North 
American pragmatist, William James, the first president of the British Society’s counter- 
part, the American Society for Psychical Research, founded in 1884 (Boston). Better yet, 
he should have considered different explanations for why belief in magic and the paranor- 
mal is such a persistent feature of the human condition, just as he did for religious be- 
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liefs, the truths of which Schopenhauer said were expressed allegorically in a “sensu alle- 
gorico” (WWR2)p;, 166 [SW3, 183]). 
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Notes: 
(1.) WWR1, 575 (SW7, 99). 


(2.) Die Frohliche Wissenschaft, [The Gay Science], section 99, “Schopenhauer’s Follow- 
ers,” Friedrich Nietzsche, Samtliche Werke: Kritische Studenausgabe, Vol. 3, edited by 
Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (Munchen:Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1980), 
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eigentlich der Zweck des Daseins,” appears to be a paraphrase of WWR2/p), 637 (SW3, 
732), where Schopenhauer writes, “Das Sterben ist allerdings als der eigentliche Zweck 
des Lebens anzusehen.” The second quoted material is from PP1, 268 (SW5, 324). For the 
way in which Schopenhauer’s view of compassion can be viewed as a form of clairvoy- 
ance, see my “Compassion as Moral Clairvoyance: The Core of the Poodle,” Schopen- 
hauer - Jahrbuch 93 (2012), 19-29. 


(3.) Friedrich Nietzsche, Morgenrdte: Gedanken uber die moralischen Vorurteile [Day- 
break: Thoughts on Moral Prejudices], section 142, Nietzsche, Samtliche Werke, Vol. 3, 
136. In one of his later manuscripts, Schopenhauer observed: “the fearful aversion, which 
many people have for toads and which must rest not on a physical or an aesthetic, but on 
a metaphysical basis. In this connection, we have still to reflect that from time immemori- 
al toads have been used for the arts of magic” (MR4, 384). 


(4.) Arthur O. Lovejoy, “Schopenhauer as an Evolutionist,” Mind 21 (1911), 116. 


(5.) With the exception of “magic,” I will follow Heather Wolffram, who describes “animal 
magnetism” or “Mesmerism” as “a system of therapeutics based on the idea that ill health 
is a result of imbalances of magnetic fluids within the body, which a mesmerist can redis- 
tribute by means of magnetic strokes. In some patients the application of Mesmerism 
leads to a state of somnambulism.” She defines “somnambulism,” as “a state of sleep, or 
half-waking trance, spontaneously or artificially induced—i.e., through Mesmerism or 
hypnosis—in which complex intellectual tasks can be carried out and in which paranor- 
mal abilities such as clairvoyance and telepathy are sometimes exhibited”; “clairvoyance” 
as “the faculty of perceiving events in the future and beyond normal sensory contact”; 
“telekinesis” as “the ability to move objects at a distance by mental or other non-physical 
means”; and “telepathy” as “the communication of thoughts and ideas by means other 
than the known senses”; see her The Stepchildren of Science: Psychical Research and 
Parapsychology in Germany, c. 1870-1939 (Amsterdam/New York: Rodopi, 2009), 5-6. 
Schopenhauer defined something as “ ... magical, whereby we denote something which, 
without being a natural force, and consequently without having the limits of a natural 
force, nevertheless exercises over nature a power which is therefore inexhaustible, infi- 
nite and eternal, that is to say outside of time ... .” (MR1, 205). Black magic is practiced 
for harmful ends, according to Schopenhauer, whereas white magic is practiced for salu- 
tary ends. 


(6.) Schopenhauer here is referring to the Bhagavad Gita. 
(7.) See PP1, 268 (SW5, 324) for Schopenhauer’s account of his clairvoyance. 


(8.) Schopenhauer’s posthumous library contained more than a hundred books on para- 
normal phenomenon; see Randschriften zu Buchern in HN5 (287-318). 


(9.) In “Essay on Spirit-Seeing and Related Themes,” Schopenhauer refers to Kant’s es- 
say, accepting the claim that Kant had demonstrated the failure of spiritualist explana- 
tions of spirit apparitions. In a commitment that Schopenhauer saw as faithful to Kant, 
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Schopenhauer calls his explanation “idealistic” (PP1, 200 [SW5, 243]). Schopenhauer 
viewed “spiritualism” as a form of substance dualism, holding that the subject of cogni- 
tion is an “immaterial substance,” whereas the object of cognition is a material sub- 
stance. He contrasted this with materialism, which holds that both subject and object are 
material substances (see WWR2)/pj, 13 [SW3, 16]). 


(10.) See Diethard Sawicki’s excellent study, Leben mit den Toten: Geisterglauben und die 
Entstehung des Spiritismus in Deutschland 1770-1900 (Paderborn, Munchen, Wien, 
Zurich: Ferdinand Schoningh, 2002). 


(11.) For Fichte and animal magnetism, and Schelling and magnetism, somnambulism, 
and clairvoyance, see, respectively, Sawicki, Leben mit den Toten, 141 and 146-49; for 
Hegel, see Hegel’s Philosophy of Mind, translated by William Wallace (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1971), 4-7, 27, 68, 101, 103, and 109; and Stefan Andriopoulos, Ghostly Appari- 
tions: German Idealism, the Gothic Novel, and Optical Media (New York: Zone Books, 
2013), 49-71. 


(12.) Arthur Schopenhauer: Gesprache, edited by Arthur Hubscher (Stuttgart-Bad 
Cannstatt; Friedrich Frommann Verlag Gunther Holzboog, 1971), 127. Schopenhauer was 
referring specifically to his work on the metaphysics of sexual love and spirit-seeing 
(Geistersehn), both of which he recognizes as including claims that transcend the bounds 
of all possible experience. In addition to Sawicki, see, for example, Wolffram, The 
Stepchildren of Science, 46-48. For a thorough account of Schopenhauer’s work on oc- 
cult phenomena in the context of the second half of the nineteenth century, see Segala, 
Marco, I fantasmi, il cervello, l’anima Schopenhauer, l’occulto e la scienza (Florence: Leo 
S. Olschki, 1998). 


(13.) It is not uncommon for Schopenhauer to use the terms “philosophy” and “meta- 
physics” interchangeably. For example, Schopenhauer writes: “It is true that philosophy 
has as its object experience; however, not like the other sciences this or that specific ex- 
perience, but rather experience itself, generally and as such, according to its possibility, 
its scope [Gebiete], its essential content, its inner and outer elements, its form and 
matter” (PP2, 21 [SW6, 19]). 


(14.) See WWR1, 453-54 (SW2, 505-06). 


(15.) At this point he does not say what this riddle is, assuming that his reader recalls an 
earlier and somewhat prescient discussion (for our topic) in the second book of The World 
as Will and Representation, where he raised the question of the meaning (Bedeutung) of 
representations; that is, whether the world is nothing more than representation and is, 
therefore, something akin to either an “insubstantial dream or ghostly 

phantasm” (WWR1, 123 [SW2, 118]). The quote is from §18, where Schopenhauer articu- 
lates a new type of truth, the “philosophical truth par excellence,” that the body is identi- 
cal to the will. In his On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason he recog- 
nized four types of truth: logical, empirical, transcendental, and metalogical. He then also 
claims that “the subject of cognition, appearing as an individual, is given the solution to 
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this riddle: and this solution is will” (WWRI1, 124 [SW2,119]). The riddle later assumes a 
deeply existential tone. It becomes the “ever-disquieting riddle [stets beunruhigende 
Rathsel]” (WWR2)p), 171 [SW2, 189]), by Schopenhauer’s connecting the human need for 
metaphysics to a form of philosophical astonishment prompted by the realization of the 
ubiquity of suffering and death. 


(16.) The translations from WWR2 are my own. 


(17.) At WWR2/p), 201, Schopenhauer refers to the chapter “Physical Astronomy,” from 
On Will in Nature, where he claims to have used inner experience as the key for connect- 
ing inner and outer experiences; see WN, 394-400 (SW4, 84-94). 


(18.) David W. Hamlyn views Schopenhauer as employing an “argument to the best expla- 
nation” in favor of his metaphysics (i.e., his metaphysics of will yields the best explana- 
tion of experience as a whole). See Hamlyn’s “Why Are There Phenomena?” in Zeit der 
Ernte: Studien zum Stand der Schopenhauer-Forschung, Festschrit fur Arthur Hubscher 
zum 85. Gerburtstag, edited by Wolfgang Schirmacher (Stuttgart/Bad Cannstadt: From- 
mann/Holzboog, 1982): 343. 


(19.) By basing his metaphysics on experience, Schopenhauer is well aware that he sur- 
renders any claims regarding certainty; see WWR2)/p), 181 (SW3, 202). He also holds that 
we cannot obtain a complete and exhaustive explanation of existence; see WWR1, 455 
(SW2, 507). 


(20.) See John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Vol. 1 (New York: Dover, 
1959), 122. 


(21.) Schopenhauer will frequently refer to the objects of the outer sense “consciousness 
of other things” and the inner sense as “self-consciousness”; see, for example, FW, 40 
(SW4, 14) and FW, 50 (SW4, 26). 


(22.) In reference to Schopenhauer’s claim that the inner experience of will is an experi- 
ence of the thing-in-itself “under the lightest of veils,” Sebastian Schmid raised the obvi- 
ous question: “Was ist uberhaupt ein halb verschleiertes Ding an sich? Schwerlich wird 
man sich hierunter etwas denken konnen” [Whatever is a partially veiled thing in itself? It 
will be difficult to be able to think of anything by this concept], see Schmidt’s 
Schopenhauer’s Willensmetaphysik in ihrem Verhaltnis zu neueren Ansichten uber den 
Willen (Leipzig: 1894), 12. 


(23.) Schopenhauer decries the Post-Kantian philosophers Jacobi, Fichte, Schelling, and 
Hegel for trying to fashion out of Kant’s notion of theoretical reason some oracle with a 
privileged access to the supersensible; see FR, 116 (SW4, 123) and WWRI1, 551 (SW2, 
618). 


(24.) For an account of the development of Schopenhauer’s view of will as thing in itself 
in the second edition of The World as Will and Representation, see Cartwright, “Two Sens- 
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es of ‘Thing in Itself’ in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy,” Idealistic Studies 31, no. 1 (Winter 
2001), 34-37. 


(25.) Later, he writes about “metaphysics in the narrower sense,” as proceeding from ap- 
pearances to “that which appears, to that which is hidden behind the former, hence ta 
meta ta physica [Ta peta TX PVOIKG, that which comes after physic],” (PP2, 21 [SW6, 19]), 
thereby returning to a somewhat Aristotelian view of metaphysics.; also see the following 
note. 


(26.) Schopenhauer quotes from one of Kant’s pre-Critical works, his first book, the 1746 
Gedanken von der wahren Schatzung der lebendigen Krafte [Thoughts on the True Esti- 
mation of the Vital Forces], §51: “It is apparent that the original sources of the effects of 
nature must absolutely be the subject of metaphysics” (WN, 325 [SW4, 5]). This remark 
was added to the second edition of WN (1854). 


(27.) When visiting patients of a well-known advocate and practitioner of animal magnet- 
ism, Karl Wolfart, Schopenhauer claimed to have managed to induce a state of somnam- 
bulism in a woman simply by looking at her; see Cartwright, Schopenhauer: A Biography, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 442-43. 


(28.) In a passage that Schopenhauer would drop from the second edition of his main 
work, he claimed “I would like to apply to this property [of will’s objecthood (Objektitat)] 
an unusual and indeterminate word that is in fact badly regarded, but is fitting for a prop- 
erty in respect of which the will as thing in itself is utterly opposed to all things in nature. 
I would like to call it the magic of the will, for in this concept we are thinking of some- 
thing that, despite not being any natural force, and consequently not being subordinated 
to the laws of nature and restricted by them. ... [L]ike a magician, it [will] calls into visi- 
bility things that for us are of the greatest reality, but that in respect of the will are mere- 
ly reflections of its essence. ... The use of the word magic is just a thoroughly causal com- 
parison, though, and no more weight should be placed upon it, nor will further use be 
made of it” (WWRI1, 575 [SW7, 99]). 


(29.) In addition, Schopenhauer found a connection between compassion, animal magnet- 
ism, and magic, classifying them, along with sexual love, as forms of “Sympathy [Sympa- 
thie]”; that is, of forms of “The empirical emerging of the metaphysical identity of will 
through the physical multiplicity of will’s appearance’ (WWR2)/p), 602 [SW3, 691-92]). In 
this regard he referred to animal magnetism, magic, and compassion as “practical meta- 
physics,” as expressions of what (theoretical) metaphysics describes; see WN, 408 (SW4, 
102) and BM, 245 (SW4, 260). 


(30.) See William von “Der Frankfurter Skandal um den Magnetiseur Ragazzoni,” Frank- 
furter Allgemeine Zeitung, December 31, 1957, for scandals associated with Ragazzoni’s 
Frankfurt act. Two Frankfurt physicians interviewed Ragazzoni in his apartment and 
found him incapable of reproducing the feats of his stage act. Hubscher cites Schroder in 
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Arthur Schopenhauer, Gesammelte Briefe, edited by Arthur Hubscher (Bonn: Bouvier, 
1987), 593. 


(31.) Schopenhauer holds that “Individuality is also inherent in will, insofar as the charac- 
ter is individual; however, this [character] is annihilated [aufgehoben] in the denial of 
will. Thus individuality is inherent in will only in its affirmation and not in its 

denial” (WWR2/p), 609 [SW2, 700]). Perhaps ghosts are the dead who did not deny will 
(no wonder that they are troubled!). Ultimately, how deeply the roots of individuality go in 
the being itself in the world is a question that Schopenhauer holds cannot be answered 
since it entails an answer that is transcendent; see WWR2)p), 641 (SW3, 736-37). Also see 
Damir Barbari¢, “Der Weg durch das Ding an sich. Schopenhauers Versuch uber das Geis- 
tersehn,” Schopenhauer- Jahrbuch 93 (2012), 176. 


(32.) One could argue that Schopenhauer is suggesting that space, time, and causality are 
also features of will. However, it appears that he has ruled out that possibility; see Sandra 
Shapshay’s “Did Schopenhauer Neglect the ‘Neglected Alternative’ Objection?” Archiv fur 
Geschichte der Philosophie 93.3 (2011): 321-48. 


(33.) Schopenhauer, Gesammelte Briefe, 217; Schopenhauer to Becker, September 21, 
1844. This sort of reply falls short of calling his analysis of paranormal phenomena a 
“metaphysical fantasy,” as he called his analysis of the belief in “special providence, or 
else in the supernatural guidance of events in the course of an individual’s life ... and is 
even found, firmly and unshakably, in thinking minds averse to all superstition” (PP1, 177 
[SW5, 213]). Of course the title of this essay from which this quote was taken tells it all: 
“Transcendent Speculation on the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of the Individual.” 
Schopenhauer also claimed that some of his work on the metaphysics of sexual love in- 
volved transcendent claims (see WWR2)/pj, 533 [SW3, 609]). Sandra Shapshay claims that 
Schopenhauer’s designation of the thing in itself as “will” is a metonymical identification 
(see her “Poetic Intuition and the Bounds of Sense: Metaphor and Metonymy in 
Schopenhauer’s Philosophy,” in Better Consciousness: Schopenhauer’s Philosophy of Val- 
ue, edited by Alex Neill and Christopher Janaway [Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009], 
58-76, and her Chapter 6 in this volume). 


(34.) See WWR1, 129 (SW2, 125). 


(35.) Gottlieb Florschutz argues that Schopenhauer’s account of extrasensory perception 
as an emanation from a metaphysical will established a philosophical foundation for mod- 
erm parapsychology long before parapsychology was established as a “science”; see his 
“Schopenhauer und die Magie: die praktische Metaphysik?” Schopenhauer- Jahrbuch 93 
(2012), 483. 


(36.) Psychologist Terence Hines observes “Many theories have been proposed by para- 
psychologists to explain how psi [psychic phenomena] takes place. To skeptics, such theo- 
ry building seems premature, as the phenomena to be explained by the theories have yet 
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to be demonstrated convincingly”; see his Pseudoscience and the Paranormal (New York: 
Prometheus, 2003), 14. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter explores a problem in Schopenhauer’s theory of beauty: namely, how we 
should understand the meaning of beautiful portraits of individuals. There is a tension be- 
tween his characterization of beauty as a means to tranquility and truth and the way his 
metaphysics of will implies that almost everyone is filled with unsatisfied desire—a condi- 
tion that significantly undermines the beauty of a person’s inner character and renders 
beautiful portraits of the person as mostly misrepresentative of their inner being. The 
essay’s position is that we should apprehend the beauty of any particular person not as 
representative of the person’s character, but as referring to an abstract ideal of beauty 
that is independent of the person’s individuality. As a corrective to the natural disposition 
to apprehend a person’s physical beauty as indicative of the quality of the person’s char- 
acter, the expressionist style of representation is recognized as having the capacity to 
present the characters of individual people more truthfully. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, beauty, character, idealization, expressionism, music, Kant 


Among the areas in which Arthur Schopenhauer’s philosophy has had a substantial cul- 
tural impact is aesthetics. His theory of music influenced Richard Wagner especially, and 
when we recall a movie such as Hitchcock’s Psycho and remember the screeching violins 
that accompany the murder-in-the-shower of Janet Leigh’s character, Marion Crane—a 
cinematic screech that has now become iconic—we hear the implicit impact of Schopen- 
hauer and Wagner upon the soundtrack’s composer, Bernard Herrmann (1911-1975), as 
the tension in the violins’ sound resembles and reinforces the emotional tension of the 
brutal scene. 


Wagner’s music is the grandfather of today’s motion picture music, having inspired some 
of the finest contemporary composers for the cinema, such as John Williams. As an exam- 
ple of its own cinematic appropriateness, Wagner’s music appears powerfully in a well- 
known scene in Apocalypse Now (1979), when a set of attacking helicopters blast the 
“Ride of the Valkyries” (c. 1854) through their loudspeakers to intimidate a targeted vil- 
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lage. Inspired by Schopenhauer’s theory of music, Wagner influenced future generations 
of composers in his ability to sustain the flow of emotion in the musical work by constant- 
ly deferring the feeling of resolution. Alessandro Pinzani describes this Wagnerian tech- 
nique well. 


In a sense one could claim that the whole Tristan and Isolde is just a single sus- 
pension, since the real resolution only occurs as the last chord of the opera. The 
Tristan chord with which the opera starts contains two dissonances and only one 
of them is_ (. 210) resolved, while the resolution of the other is prolonged - and 
this goes on for the whole opera: every resolved chord is followed by an unre- 
solved one, so that the hearer remains at the same time satisfied and unsatisfied 
and the suspense is maintained until the end.! 


In contrast to his theory of music, Schopenhauer’s theory of beauty has been less influen- 
tial. This is partly because, unlike his theory of music, it ostensibly accounts for the expe- 
rience of beauty in reference to entities the reality of which is uncertain: namely, Platonic 
Ideas. Much nonetheless can be said in favor of Schopenhauer’s theory of beauty, for its 
emphasis on the apprehension of idealized forms captures a significant aspect of how we 
appreciate natural and artistic beauty. What is more, the experience of apprehending ide- 
alized forms permeates Schopenhauer’s aesthetics as a whole, including his theory of mu- 
sic. 


As is true for most aesthetic theories that appear during the nineteenth century and be- 
fore, Schopenhauer’s aesthetics was not composed as a stand-alone theory. It serves and 
supplements a larger philosophical project that rests on the following propositions: (1) as 
far as we can tell, all of reality is nothing more a single, unitary, senseless, driving im- 
pulse; (2) the lives of sentient beings are constituted by this impulse and are consequent- 
ly filled with desire, frustration, and suffering; and (3) the best response to this situation 
is to adopt attitudes that minimize desire and hence minimize suffering. Schopenhauer 
refers to this impulse as “will” (hereafter capitalized for clarity). There is only Will, and 
we humans, along with everything else that exists, are manifestations of this senseless 
impulse. 


The structure of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics is pantheistic or, on some interpretations, 
panentheistic, except that the single being that constitutes everything is not, as would be 
the case in a pantheistic framework, divine, holy, moral, or intelligent, but rather mind- 
less and well beneath any moral ascriptions. One could call Will demonic, but this would 
impart too much intelligence and self-conscious immorality, for Will is a dumb and insen- 
sitive impulse. Nonetheless, a more appropriate adjective than “pantheistic” for describ- 
ing Schopenhauer’s characterization of ultimate reality would be “pandemonic.” 


Schopenhauer’s metaphysics entails that all individuals come into the world as self-en- 
closed centers of Will and, as such, find themselves immediately pitted against one anoth- 
er in a perpetual struggle to continue their existence. Since Will constitutes everything, 
desire and frustration permeate experience, where, for any one desire that is satisfied, 
there will, so to speak, always be at least ten more that remain unsatisfied. A feeling of 


Page 2 of 17 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Classical Beauty and the Expression of Personal Character in 
Schopenhauer’s Aesthetics 


futility consequently defines ordinary human existence, as it compares to an intense and 
relentless itch that, when scratched, only returns to itch with the same intensity after a 
short period of respite. 


Given the nature of Will, Schopenhauer finds it morally repugnant to be constituted by an 
energy of this kind—one that manifests itself as a world within which each individual 
feeds upon another and where the whole feeds upon itself, like the mythological serpent 
that eats its own tail, the ouroboros. The cannibalistic nature of Will appalls him, . 211) 
and he feels disgusted with himself for being constituted by it. He thus seeks to divest 
himself of his own being, appreciating with some philosophical worry that as he struggles 
to wash the moral stain of reality from himself, he is metaphysically none other than that 
very stain. 


After reflecting on the accumulated suffering of all sentient beings, Schopenhauer con- 
cludes that a world containing such widespread suffering is one whose existence is re- 
grettable and, from a moral standpoint, ought not to be. A significant aspect of his philo- 
sophical project, noticeably Buddhistic, accordingly explores ways to diminish suffering, 
all of which involve minimizing the force of the individual will, which is the force of reality 
itself. His aesthetic theory primarily serves this tranquillizing purpose as it presents one 
of the main ways that Will, in its manifestation as self-conscious, morally aware human 
beings, subdues itself and generates peace of mind. 


Upon this background, this chapter interprets Schopenhauer’s theory of beauty, which 
constitutes the bulk of his aesthetics, through his quasi-autonomous theory of music to il- 
luminate some problems involved with the artistic representation of personal character. 
The main presentation of Schopenhauer’s aesthetics and theory of beauty is in Book III of 
the first volume of The World as Will and Representation, which is composed of twenty- 
two sections (sections 30-52) wherein the last section (52) discusses music separately as 
an art with unique metaphysical characteristics. This concluding section on music is not a 
mere appendix, but neither does it reside at the core of Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, which 
centers on the theory of beauty. The theory of music nevertheless illuminates his aesthet- 
ics as a whole: when applied to the art of representing the human being, as in painting or 
sculpture, we will see that it discloses the limits of classical beauty as a representational 
style. This will become evident in view of a problem we will now consider: 
Schopenhauer’s aesthetics promotes classical beauty, which, when applied to portraiture, 
expresses a generic ideal of human character, but his conception of the human being as a 
manifestation of insatiable Will implies that virtually all representations of individual peo- 
ple as beautiful are misrepresentations. 


To appreciate this peculiar feature of classical beauty within the context of 
Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, consider the transformation in the appearance of the painting 
that figures centrally in Oscar Wilde’s novel, The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890). The 
painting is portrayed effectively in the 1945 motion picture version of the work, where, as 
it reflects the experiences of the main character, Dorian Gray, it begins with a beautiful 
appearance and ends with a horrible one. In the motion picture version, the transforma- 
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tion is represented by two different paintings. When Gray first views the portrait of him- 
self, he is impressed with its beauty but is also saddened: it makes him realize that he will 
age and degenerate while the painting will remain beautiful in the years to come. His 
consequent wish is that the painting will age in his place and that he will remain always 
young, handsome, and attractive. Gray is magically granted his wish, but he soon discov- 
ers that the portrait gradually displays not only his age, but his increasingly corrupt char- 
acter, which he grows to despise. 


As seen in the 1945 motion picture, the first of these paintings, by the Portuguese artist, 
Henrique Medina (1901-1988), classically and beautifully portrays Dorian Gray with 

(p. 212) an idealized physical appearance as tall, handsome, elegant, wealthy, young, com- 
posed, strong, and inspiring, as he was initially. The second, by the American painter, Ivan 
Albright (1897-1983), presently hanging in the Art Institute of Chicago, more expression- 
istically portrays Gray in his later condition with a horrifically distorted physical appear- 
ance that reveals his corrupt soul. Together, the two paintings juxtapose Gray’s attractive 
outer appearance and his repulsive inner character. 


Owing to the tranquility of mind that the apprehension of Platonic forms provides, as well 
as the metaphysical location of Platonic Ideas in Schopenhauer’s metaphysics as standing 
transcendently above the changes in the spatio-temporal world, Schopenhauer’s aesthet- 
ics, with its emphasis on the experience of beauty, prima facie directs us toward the beau- 
tiful painting of Gray that obscures his corrupt character, rather than toward the distort- 
ed, emotionally upsetting painting of Gray that reveals it. 


In accord with Schopenhauer’s manifest aesthetic preference for beauty as a means to 
tranquility, his prescription for aesthetic experience directs us to contemplate the beauti- 
ful painting, apprehend Gray’s idealized human form, much as we would that of a classi- 
cal Greek statue, appreciate the timeless Platonic form that informs it, achieve a sense of 
detachment from the ordinary, spatio-temporal world, and experience a consequent peace 
of mind. The situation, however, is confusing: the kind of truth that is being apprehended 
and appreciated in this transcendent and detached state of awareness is unclear for the 
idealized form of Gray’s physical appearance does not convey or express Gray’s evil char- 
acter, but instead presents him misleadingly as attractive and respectable. 


Since Schopenhauer’s philosophical disposition is to advocate truth over illusion, it is im- 
portant to understand how his aesthetics can accommodate instances where a beautiful 
portrait of a person, as it generates a transcendent peace of mind in the contemplation of 
its beauty, simultaneously conveys a false impression of the person’s character. The prob- 
lem is significant in general but is particularly acute in Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, for, as 
we can infer from his characterization of the human condition, almost all beautiful por- 
traits must be counted as misrepresentations since ordinary human experience is marked 
by frustration, selfishness, disappointment, and disillusionment in a continual striving to 
satisfy desire. Contrary to how people are in general—and for Schopenhauer worse yet, 
since their inner character tends to be represented through the repulsive image of Dorian 
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Gray—beautiful portraits, with rare exceptions, misrepresent individuals as having an ide- 
al state of mind, tranquil and at peace with themselves and the world. 


Although the main exposition of his aesthetic theory does not convey this impression, 
Schopenhauer does appreciate how the experience of beauty harbors deception. He 
states the following, for example, which we can keep in mind to set the scene for the rest 
of our inquiry: “an optimist tells me to open my eyes and look at the world and see how 
beautiful it is in the sunshine, with its mountains, valleys, rivers, plants, animals, and so 
on. But is the world, then, a peep-show [ein Guckkasten]? These things are certainly 
beautiful to behold, but to be them is something quite different” (WWR2/p), 581). 


w.213) 12.1 Schopenhauer’s Theory of Beauty 
Schopenhauer characterizes the experience of beauty as follows, in a well-known excerpt: 


[R]Jelinquish[ing] the ordinary way of considering things ... we no longer consider 
the where, the when, the why, and the whither in things, but simply and solely the 
what. Further, we do not let abstract thought, the concepts of reason, take posses- 
sion of our consciousness, but, instead of all this, devote the whole power of our 
mind to perception, sink ourselves completely therein, and let our whole con- 
sciousness be filled by the calm contemplation of the natural object actually 
present, whether it be a landscape, a tree, a rock, a crag, a building, or anything 
else. We lose ourselves entirely in this object, to use a pregnant expression; in oth- 
er words, we forget our individuality, our will, and continue to exist only as pure 
subject, as clear mirror of the object, so that it is as though the object alone exist- 
ed without anyone to perceive it, and thus we are no longer able to separate the 
perceiver from the perception, but the two have become one, since the entire con- 
sciousness is filled and occupied by a single image of perception. If, therefore, the 
object has to such an extent passed out of all relation to something outside it, and 
the subject has passed out of all relation to the will, what is thus known is no 
longer the individual thing as such, but the Idea, the eternal form, the immediate 
objectivity of the will at this grade. Thus at the same time, the person who is in- 
volved in this perception is no longer an individual, for in such perception the indi- 
vidual has lost himself; he is pure will-less, painless, timeless subject of knowledge 
... Now in such contemplation, the particular thing at one stroke becomes the Idea 
of its species, and the perceiving individual becomes the pure subject of 

knowing. (WWR1)>p), 178-79) 


Schopenhauer describes here what he believes happens naturally when we are perceptu- 
ally captivated by a beautiful natural object, as when walking through the forest and see- 
ing an especially attractive flower. His description, however, does not encapsulate his in- 
tentions well. If we adhere to his direction and “devote the whole power of our mind to 
perception, sink ourselves completely therein, and let our whole consciousness be filled 
by the calm contemplation of the natural object actually present,” the probable result 
would be to attend to the object’s perceptual details at a higher level of intensity than 
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usual, such that the object’s individuality would become more, rather than less, pro- 
nounced. By “losing ourselves” perceptually in the object, a more existential grounding in 
the “here and now” naturally follows, along with a consequent step away from, rather 
than toward, a universalizing state of mind. If this is where Schopenhauer’s description 
for the experience of beauty actually leads, it is important to consider what modifications 
in our aesthetic awareness would be required to generate the kind of experience he has 
in mind, for he is indeed describing a genuine and specific kind of aesthetic experience. 


(p. 214) A way to understand Schopenhauer’s account of the experience of beauty more 
clearly is through Kant’s aesthetics. To experience an object’s pure beauty, Kant pre- 
scribes that we attend exclusively to the object’s spatio-temporal form and reflect simply 
on the configuration’s degree of systematicity, introducing no background conception of 
the kind of object we are judging, and by further disregarding whether or not the object 
actually exists. Kant maintains that the more systematic the form, the more beautifully it 
will resonate with our cognitive faculties. It could be a dream image that we are judging 
aesthetically, with the same resulting feeling of beauty. 


In this situation, we are appreciating the object’s presentation of intelligent design in ref- 
erence to its pure configuration. Kant expresses this technically by saying that we appre- 
hend the purposiveness (Zweckmafigkeit) in the object’s design without assigning any 
specific purpose (Zweck) to the design or object. We do not apply any defining concepts 
to the object, but appreciate the sheer intelligibility of its form, left uninterpreted. 


This is not Schopenhauer’s account of beauty, but he has something similar in mind that 
relates closely to this Kantian notion of apprehending the “purposiveness without pur- 
pose” that an object’s design conveys. If we understand Kant’s account of pure beauty as 
involving a teleologically oriented awareness that attends to the sheer “form” of teleolo- 
gy, appreciating merely that the object’s form displays a noticeable degree of “designed- 


ness,” “purposiveness,” or “teleological suggestiveness” and make a small modification, 
then the kind of aesthetic awareness that Schopenhauer is prescribing presents itself. 


Akin to the teleologically oriented awareness that Kant describes is another kind of teleo- 
logically oriented awareness that operates when we survey a set of forms and imagine, 
through a process of visual implication, a perfected version of those forms. This is the 
kind of awareness referred to when it is said that artists present in their imagery a com- 
pletion or perfected version of what nature only imperfectly presents.° It is a process of 
idealization, where one apprehends a bird on the beach, perhaps with some ruffled feath- 
ers and bumps on its beak and legs, and imagines for oneself a more idealized image of 
the bird. Traditional portraiture is often described along these lines. Hegel gives a clear 
statement, for example: 


But even the portrait-painter, who has least of all to do with the Ideal of art, must 
flatter, in the sense that all the externals in shape and expression, in form, colour, 
features, the purely natural side of imperfect existence, little hairs, pores, little 
scars, warts, all these he must let go, and grasp and reproduce the subject in his 
universal character and enduring personality. It is one thing for the artist simply 
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to imitate the face of the sitter, its surface and external form, confronting him in 
repose, and quite another to be able to portray the true features which express 
the inmost soul of the subject.* 


Although the Dorian Gray example renders it questionable that the artistic idealization of 
a person’s physical features typically results in the expression of “the inmost soul of the 
subject,” as Hegel seems to assume, Schopenhauer’s account of the perception of beauty 
rests on this idealizing style of awareness. If we sink ourselves perceptually into the ob- 
ject, attend to it alone, and introduce a process of idealization into our perception, 

(p. 215) we will apprehend imaginatively a version of the object in its ideal form. If done 
successfully, it is possible to imagine the object acquiring, one can Say, a “shining” quality 
as we perceive it with an imaginative superimposition of the perfected form that the giv- 
en, existential form suggests. A traditional portrait painter would have this kind of teleo- 
logically oriented awareness as a matter of course, or, as Schopenhauer describes such a 
person, an artistic genius, who has a natural ability to discern the inherently beautiful 
form implicit in any given face or object. 


In the true genius this anticipation is accompanied by a high degree of thoughtful 
intelligence, so that, by recognizing in the individual thing its Idea, he, so to 
speak, understands nature’s half-spoken words. He expresses clearly what she 
merely stammers. He impresses on the hard marble the beauty of the form which 
nature failed to achieve in a thousand attempts, and he places it before her, ex- 
claiming as it were, “This is what you desired to say!” (WWR1)p}, 222) 


If this style of awareness is projected on every object in the perceptual field, the result 
will be to perceive the physical world as containing objects wherein each shines forth as 
an ideal version of itself. This would yield a transfiguration of the commonplace world in- 
sofar as each ordinary object would be perceived as having the image of its perfected 
form superimposed upon it. Such a thoroughly idealized visualization of the physical 
world can be referred to as a “heavenly,” “fairyland,” or “wonderland” vision of the world. 
An artistic genius would live in this kind of satisfying scene, as universal forms present 
themselves in every surrounding item and at every turn of the glance. 


In reference to any given object’s form, there are, though, different levels of idealization 
that can be constructed. One can look at a seagull with its ruffled feathers and imagine 
that particular seagull as appearing more perfect without the ruffled feathers, idealizing 
that particular seagull. One can also think more broadly, not about this or that particular 
seagull, but of “the” seagull, as might be depicted in the archetype or generic anatomical 
drawing for the bird species. This is the level of idealization Schopenhauer has in mind 
when he states that, in our aesthetic perception, “the particular thing at one stroke be- 
comes the Idea of its species.” 


The process of idealization is central in this kind of aesthetic, where art’s main purpose 
becomes the depiction of universal types. At a familiar level, an example would be wed- 
ding portraits that render individuals as lovingly, beautifully, and perfectly as possible. 
Such portraits remain focused on the particular individuals and do not extend the process 
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of idealization to the point of rendering a person’s more individualistic characteristics in- 
discernible. At a higher level of idealization are classical Greek statues that come closer 
to presenting the generic human form in a perfected manner. Standing midway between 
the wedding portraits and the Greek statues are many Roman sculptural portraits that 
idealize the individuals but display more of the abstract Greek character. 


The limits of this aesthetics of idealized images are clear with respect to portraiture, for it 
is sufficient to consider in contrast why Rembrandt’s self-portraits are so impressive. It is 
not because he presented himself more attractively, without wrinkles or warts. (.216) He 
admits imperfections and uses them to reveal a depth of character that escapes rendition 
by mathematically perfected and polished facial shapes. His concern is not with the 
portrait’s beauty, but with its profundity or expressiveness, appreciating that a more nu- 
anced, truer presentation of character can be achieved by departing from what nature 
ideally intends in its physical forms. 


With this notion of expressiveness in view, we can turn to Schopenhauer’s theory of mu- 
sic, which can be applied retrospectively to his account of painting and the visual arts to 
illuminate some differences that attend utilizing classical beauty as opposed to more ex- 
pressionistic ways to represent personal character. 


12.2 Schopenhauer’s Theory of Music 


Schopenhauer’s theory of music is grounded on his leading metaphysical claim that ulti- 
mate reality is a timeless, blind, senseless impulse that is best described as “Will.” He 
maintains that, as far as its appearance to us is concerned, Will manifests itself immedi- 
ately and directly as a set of timeless and tranquil Platonic Ideas and indirectly through 
these Ideas as the violent spatio-temporal world within which we live and die. As we have 
seen, Schopenhauer describes the experience of beauty in nature and art as the appre- 
hension of Platonic Ideas, accessible through a disinterested, teleologically oriented, ide- 
alizing attitude that is directed toward some physical object. The experience of beauty 
does not bring us into direct contact with ultimate reality, or Will, but into contact with 
the immediate objectifications of Will, namely, Platonic Ideas. 


Music is an art, though, that according to Schopenhauer brings us into closer contact 
with Will and, by implication, into closer contact with the complexity of emotional life. He 
characterizes music as a copy of Will and explains this in two complementary ways, one 
of which draws an analogy to Platonic Ideas and the other of which refers to the struc- 
tures of the flow of our emotional experience. Before describing these, it will be helpful to 
add a brief historical remark about Schopenhauer’s claim that music is a copy of Will. 


It might sound strange or implausible for Schopenhauer to assert that music is a copy of 
Will, but his view is more traditional than it seems. We can see this by recalling Hegel’s 
definition of beauty as the sensuous appearance of the divine, where he understands “the 
divine” to be reason. In this definition, Hegel modifies in an abstract and philosophical 
way the familiar, religiously grounded thought that beauty is the sensuous appearance of 
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God by replacing “God” with “reason.” In the same spirit, Schopenhauer’s assertion that 
music is a copy of Will implicitly replaces “God” with “Will.” This leads him to assign to 
music the highest metaphysical status among the fine arts, thereby bringing music into a 
more intimate relationship to metaphysical truth than those arts whose aesthetic satisfac- 
tion rests on the experience of beauty as the apprehension of Platonic Ideas. 


(vp. 217) Schopenhauer elaborates on the superior significance of music by drawing an 
analogy between what he understands to be music’s fundamental structure and the hier- 
archy of Platonic Ideas that give shape to the spatio-temporal world. He maintains that 
the relationship between bass, harmony, and melody in music, as well as the hierarchical 
relationship of overtones that occur when a bass note is struck, is analogous to the struc- 
ture of the set of Platonic Ideas that, in their hierarchy, define what has been called the 
“great chain of being”: the bass is analogous to Platonic Ideas of inanimate nature, har- 
mony to Ideas underlying the plant and animal kingdom, and melody to those underlying 
humans and their activity. In this respect, music embodies the entire world by analogy. 
Playing music is isomorphic to the full play of Platonic Ideas as they stand as the underly- 
ing patterns of the physical world. 


It is easy to judge this parallelism between music and Platonic Ideas as too arbitrary to 
support the view that music is special among the arts. One might, for example, construct 
analogies to the set of Platonic Ideas using light, asserting that the primary colors are 
analogous to Platonic Ideas of inanimate nature, secondary colors to those underlying the 
plant and animal kingdom, and tertiary colors to those underlying humans and their activ- 
ity. Or, one might compare white light to Will and the various colors to the objectifications 
of Will. 


Schopenhauer maintains in addition, however, that music has a special significance in 
view of how the structures of individual musical works are isomorphic with the abstract 
structures of emotional experience, where the latter are understood to be manifestations 
of Will. The exact nature of the isomorphisms is vague, but he is appreciating how musi- 
cal patterns of tension and resolution, movement and pause, loudness and softness, etc., 
resemble the structures of our emotional life, as mentioned at the beginning of this chap- 
ter. Since the isomorphisms are abstract, music expresses emotions without representing 
the specific events that would render the feeling of sadness, for example, painful. More- 
over, insofar as music embodies the forms of emotional experience, it allows us to under- 
stand the essences of emotion, considered generally as “sadness itself,” “joy itself,” and 
so on. 


Schopenhauer does not develop the important idea that the expression of emotion in mu- 
sic can involve resemblances to typical behaviors that attend ordinary emotional expres- 

sion, but this lacuna in his theorizing does not affect the point at hand. We need only ap- 

preciate that, for Schopenhauer, music presents a complicated, painless, and essentialis- 

tic rendition of the structures of emotional life; brings us closer to ultimate reality as Will 
and does not involve an experience of beauty as the apprehension of Platonic Ideas. 
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Music can be harsh, discordant, and expressive of turbulent emotions. It can also be 
beautiful, and Schopenhauer offers some reflections on this. To explore them, it will help 
to consider the notion of idealization as it appears in music and in Schopenhauer’s aes- 
thetics as a whole, for this bears on how music can be beautiful, even though music does 
not involve the apprehension of Platonic Ideas, but instead more directly embodies Will. 


(p. 218) Despite how beauty is not an aspect of Schopenhauer’s definition of music as a 
copy of Will, a process of idealization—a process at the very basis of beauty—is present 
that establishes a connection to his theory of beauty as involving the apprehension of Pla- 
tonic Ideas. First, as noted, Schopenhauer holds that music expresses the essences of 
emotional life such as “sadness itself” or “joy itself.” These are not Platonic Ideas, under- 
stood as the natural kinds that underlie the objective structure of the material world, but 
are rather idealizations of emotional experience. Just as for any individual rose, or 
starfish, or piece of gold there is a Platonic Idea that would be the ideal rose, ideal 
starfish, and ideal gold, for any individual experience of sadness, joy, etc., Schopenhauer 
recognizes idealizations that he calls “sadness itself,” “joy itself,” etc., that underlie the 
individual experiences of sadness, joy, and other emotions. It is uncommon, but perhaps 
not too implausible, to speak of ideal joy, ideal sadness, ideal horror, and so on, despite 
the vagueness of such notions. A writer, for instance, might aim to have one of the char- 
acters in a novel embody ideal horror or ideal sadness. Such idealizations operate in 
Schopenhauer’s theory of music, and they help link the theory of music to his theory of 
beauty. 


There is yet another presence of idealization in music, usually gone unnoticed, that lends 
more substance to Schopenhauer’s claim that music is a copy of Will in its analogy to the 
set of Platonic Ideas, as well as his appreciation of beauty in music. Schopenhauer does 
not mention this dimension of idealization, but Kant does. In ordinary life, we are sur- 
rounded by noise, chatter, talk, rumblings, and such, all constituted by mixtures of sounds 
of different tones and qualities, somewhat like mud. Pure tones, as we might hear from a 
tuning fork, are less common and can be understood as idealizations or perfections of the 
mixed-up sounds that constitute ordinary life. The sound of a tuning fork compares to 
light from a laser beam, constituted as it is by waves that are of a single wavelength. Pure 
colors are similar and are more prevalent in our experience. In their purity, Kant observes 
that they are beautiful.° 


If we understand music fundamentally as the harmonious combination of pure sounds (if 
we exclude ambient noise as a kind of “music,” for example), not only can we start to ex- 
plain the pleasantness in the sound of a flute or a choir of voices, we also can more effec- 
tively draw the Schopenhauerian analogy between music and the entire play of Platonic 
Ideas that Schopenhauer saw as special to music. A work of music constituted by a set of 
pure sounds in sequence, harmony, and development would, as constituted by pure 
sounds, each of which compares to an idealized Platonic Idea, be a small world of its own, 
analogous to the actual set and play of Platonic Ideas that underlie the physical world. A 
discordant musical piece constituted by pure tones in interaction, as we might find in 
atonal music, would present abstract structures reminiscent of a tortured world filled 
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with imperfection and more akin to the imperfect spatio-temporal world in which we live 
but still constituted by pure tones as its elements, each of which is beautiful on its own. A 
harmonious musical piece, as we might find in Mozart, would present abstract structures 
reminiscent of a happier, pleasant, and idealized world, not unlike the fairyland-like vision 
of the world that we described earlier as the apprehension of the physical world as mani- 
festing beauty throughout, through the idealization of each object’s shape and color. 


(p. 219) Schopenhauer appears to have appreciated this idealized foundation of music ina 
set of pure tones, for he concludes his discussion of the metaphysics of music in the sec- 
ond volume of The World as Will and Representation with the remark that music “so often 
exalts our minds and seems to speak of worlds different from and better than 
ours” (WWR2)/pj, 457). Without elaborating on the point, he adds a footnote that refers to 
the bliss experienced in yogic meditation that follows from apprehending the highest At- 
man, or inner self. As we have interpreted it here, the aesthetic experience of music is 
beautiful for essentially the same reason that the fairyland-like apprehension of the physi- 
cal world as shining through with Platonic Ideas is beautiful; namely, in that it provides a 
relief from suffering on a par with how Schopenhauer describes the experience of appre- 
hending “sadness itself” in music is painless and transcendent of the ordinary world of 
suffering. 


It should now be evident that the idealization of form is among the leading ideas in 
Schopenhauer’s aesthetics as a whole. It is present in his theory of beauty as the appre- 
hension of Platonic Ideas. It is present in his theory of music insofar as he speaks of qua- 
si-Platonic forms such as “sadness itself” and “joy itself.” It is present in his theory of mu- 
sic insofar as pure tones—the tones whose harmonic combinations express human emo- 
tion in music—can be conceived of as idealizations of the ordinary sounds in daily experi- 
ence and as the ground of beauty in music. 


To bring these points to bear upon our inquiry regarding the tension between classical 
beauty and the expression of inner character, it is common knowledge that there can be a 
mismatch between how a person appears or behaves and how a person feels. Similarly, 
there can be a mismatch between how a person is artistically portrayed, either as beauti- 
ful or not, and how the person’s character actually is. With Schopenhauer’s theories of 
beauty and music in mind, we can return to the Dorian Gray example with which we be- 
gan; namely, where a portrait presents a person as Classically beautiful and where the 
person’s character does not match. Let us then consider how some early twentieth-centu- 
ry painting tried to translate onto the canvas the forms associated with the musical ex- 
pression of emotion. 
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12.3 Classical Beauty, Expressionist Truth, and 
the Portrayal of Personal Character 


In 1912, Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), the well-known Russian painter, member of the 
Munich avant-garde artistic group, Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider), and father of ab- 
stract art, published Concerning the Spiritual in Art (Du Spirituel dans l’art), where he ar- 
gued for adopting methods in painting that correspond to methods in musical composi- 
tion. Applying these methods to his own work and entitling his paintings “compositions,” 
he went far in creating paintings that embody the formal abstractness and ©. 220) non- 
representational quality of pure music. He was not “painting” music in the sense of con- 
structing a series of visual images that sequentially match the tensions and resolutions in 
some given musical work in a one-to-one correspondence, as we see in segments of the 
Disney movie, Fantasia (1940). He was trying to create paintings whose formal composi- 
tion captures—one could say objectifies—the flow of feeling that is characteristic of mu- 
sic. Through the expression of emotion in painting, he aimed to convey the mood or “spir- 
itual vibration” of a given state of mind. 


As they express the nuances of human feeling, Kandinsky’s paintings are not beautiful in 
the classical sense. Neither are they unattractive. As abstract, nonrepresentational com- 
positions, they do not achieve their expression of emotion by distorting the shapes of ordi- 
nary objects or standard patterns of bodily expression in a departure from classical ideal- 
ization. His self-contained, well-organized works each present an emotional world of their 
own through their juxtaposition of abstract forms. 


Schopenhauer, living before Kandinsky’s time, was in no position to discuss abstract, non- 
representational painting as in Kandinsky’s compositions, so we can ask where 
Kandinsky’s paintings would fit within a Schopenhauerian framework and how they might 
help us understand those cases where the utilization of classical beauty in the expression 
of personal character in a more representational, rather than nonobjective framework, 
becomes significantly misleading. 


The suggestion here will be that, in their capacity to convey a wider spectrum of emotion 
and hence more individualistic expressions of emotion, expressionist paintings help foster 
an outlook that counterbalances the tendency toward deception that enters into portraits 
that embody the classical ideal of beauty. The essential claim of this chapter is that such 
paintings assist in reminding us that classical beauty fundamentally presents an abstract 
ideal of personal character, rather than references to the characters of actual individuals. 


Within the parameters of Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, Kandinsky’s paintings, like music, 
would not be presenting Platonic Ideas. Similar to music, they can be regarded as copies 
of Will, or close correlates of Will, or perhaps even “frozen” Will that present the abstract 
patterns of emotional experience. That the paintings are static images does not preclude 
this, since paintings are experienced in time and viewers move their attention across the 
work in an experience filled with tensions and resolutions that parallel music. The experi- 
ence is admittedly freer than that of music since there is no rigid determination of which 
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forms one would attend to first, second, third, and so on, as is true for music. In contrast 
to the classical beauty that paintings can embody through the process of idealization and 
the respective kind of truth related to the apprehension of Platonic Ideas, Kandinsky’s 
works can be interpreted as presenting abstract patterns of emotional experience and, in 
terms of Schopenhauer’s aesthetics and metaphysics, a copy of Will that is closer to ulti- 
mate reality. 


As it compares to music, expressionist painting within Schopenhauer’s aesthetics conse- 
quently has the capacity to express a deeper level of truth than does painting that aims at 
classical beauty. At first sight, one would not expect this result, given how Schopenhauer 
devotes the bulk of his aesthetic theory to the experience of beauty as the ©. 221) appre- 
hension of Platonic Ideas. This, however, is significantly because he did not live long 
enough to experience the early twentieth-century development of abstract painting in 
work such as Kandinsky’s, where the art of painting blends with the art of music. Had he 
been aware of how painting can be so musical, he might neither have separated music 
from the rest of the arts as sharply as he did, nor have associated painting almost exclu- 
sively with the presentation of beauty. 


One need not be an adherent of Schopenhauerian aesthetics, though, to appreciate that 
classical beauty operates within only a narrow band along the spectrum of emotional pos- 
sibilities and is not effective in conveying the more angst-ridden kinds of emotional expe- 
rience that Kierkegaard, for instance, associates with passionate subjective inwardness. 
Hegel was aware of this limitation when he asserted that, for us moderns, art as such is a 
thing of the past, identifying the ideal of art with the classical beauty of Greek sculpture. 
He observed that Christian and later art convey more complicated emotional states and, 
with this, a more realistic and truthful expression of personal individuality. 


This indicates that the development of early twentieth-century abstract art was not, at its 
root, a reaction to photographic techniques that left artists with nothing more to do with 
respect to depicting the world accurately. At the end of the eighteenth and beginning of 
the nineteenth centuries, there emerged more influentially a strong cultural and intellec- 
tual interest in understanding unconscious, instinctual energies, individuality, and, conse- 
quently, the complex quality of a person’s emotional experience. We see this, for instance, 
in German Romanticism and in the thought of Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, and Freud. 


Accompanying this interest in the unconscious, instinct, and individuality is a more in- 
tense sense of existentiality and a corresponding weakening of otherworldly beliefs. This 
is clear in the history of nineteenth-century philosophy but in the history of art as well; it 
is evident in how, through the intensification of existentiality and individuality in pictorial 
expression, the classical ideal in the tradition of neoclassical art gradually lost its tran- 
scendent appearance and plausibility after the late 1700s. 


The works of Jacques-Louis David (1748-1825) from the late 1700s effectively contain the 
cool and distant quality characteristic of classical Greek sculpture. Those of Jean-August- 
Dominique Ingres (1780-1867) from the early 1800s, despite how masterfully they render 
the physical body, assume a more fleshy appearance, the existentiality of which begins to 
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disrupt their ideality, as in his La Grande Odalisque (1814). Later in the century, William- 
Adolphe Bouguereau (1825-1905) presents classically rendered images, the more fleshy 
quality of which renders their beauty close to implausible in its inspiration. By the time 
we reach National Socialist art of the 1930s and 1940s, the portrayal of female nudes has 
gone a noticeable step beyond Bouguereau in undermining the ideal of classical beauty, 
for their renditions are close to pornographic. As the ideal of classical beauty became 
more implausible, the expressionistic style arose to express a stronger sense of individu- 
ality through a wider variety of personal feelings, often highlighting suffering, internal 
disharmony, and ugliness. 


An appreciation for the effectiveness of expressionist art in rendering a wider variety of 
human emotions in contrast to the classical ideal of beauty helps explain what underlies, 

(p. 222) if subconsciously, the feeling of misguidedness that attends the National 
Socialist’s 1937 highly publicized and attended exhibition of so-called degenerate art that 
ran in parallel and in contrast to their own “great German art” exhibition of the same 
year. The degenerate art exhibition featured expressionist works by, among other artists, 
Marc Chagall, Max Beckmann, Max Ernst, Lionel Feininger, Georg Grosz, Erich Heckel, 
Wassily Kandinsky, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Paul Klee, Oskar Kokoschka, Franz Marc, Piet 
Mondrian, Emil Nolde, and Karl Schmitt-Rottluff. 


Complementing the genre paintings in the nineteenth-century style, the hallways of the 
great German art exhibition were filled with sculptures—many of which were excellently 
done—that idealized the human form in the manner of the ancient Greeks. The difference 
between the two exhibitions in the case of sculpture, at least, was not obviously one of 
artistic quality, but one of style. These reflections highlight the increasing awareness and 
appreciation of expressionist art as having the capability to express a wider range of emo- 
tions than the classical ideal of beauty. 


Where, then, does this leave us with respect to Schopenhauer’s aesthetics of classical 
beauty and the issue of how beautiful portraits tend systematically to misrepresent hu- 
man character? One way to understand this situation is to observe that classical beauty is 
ambiguous in its expressiveness. Although in rare instances it can express truly the quali- 
ty of a person’s character, classical beauty primarily presents an abstract ideal of human 
personality, rendering it no surprise that its actual instantiations are so infrequent. 


In this regard, an influential characterization of classical Greek sculpture from Johann 
Winckelmann (1717-1768) is useful to recall. Winckelmann wrote the following in his es- 
say, “Reflections on the Imitation of Painting and Sculpture of the Greeks” (1755), stated 
here as it was first translated into English in 1765: 


The last and most eminent characteristic of the Greek works is a noble simplicity 
and sedate [tranquil] grandeur in gesture and expression. As the bottom of the sea 
lies peaceful beneath a foaming [raging] surface, a great soul lies sedate beneath 
the strife of passions in Greek figures.® 


Page 14 of 17 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Classical Beauty and the Expression of Personal Character in 
Schopenhauer’s Aesthetics 


The image of noble simplicity and tranquil grandeur that overcomes what can sometimes 
be raging emotion presents an ideal character type, sublime in its combination of tran- 
quility and agitation. Schopenhauer presents a similar ideal as the epitome of painting, 
somewhat less sublime, more ethereal, and more unattainable, purged of disturbing emo- 
tion in its pure beauty. His paradigm images are of the Madonna and Child. 


These presentations are in fact the highest and most admirable achievements of 
the art of painting, and only the greatest masters of this art succeeded in produc- 
ing them, in particular Raphael and Correggio, the latter especially in his earlier 
pictures. Paintings of this kind are really not to be numbered among the historical, 
for often they do not depict any event or action, but are mere groups of saints with 
the Saviour himself, often still as a child with his mother, angels, and so on. In 
their countenances, especially in their eyes, we see the expression, the reflection, 
of the .223) most-perfect knowledge, that knowledge namely which is not direct- 
ed to particular things, but which has fully grasped the Ideas, and hence the 
whole inner nature of the world and of life. ... Here is the summit of all art that 
has followed the will in its adequate objectivity, namely in the Ideas, through all 
the grades, from the lowest where it is affected, and its nature is unfolded, by 
causes, then where it is similarly affected by stimuli, and finally by motives. And 
now art ends by presenting the free self-abolition of the will through the one great 
quieter that dawns on it from the most perfect knowledge of its own nature. 
(WWRI1)p}, 232-33) 


We started originally with a problem concerning the relationship between beauty and 
truth in Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, where a person of corrupt character is depicted false- 
ly as a beautiful person. It is, of course, difficult to know the exact quality of any person’s 
character, but Schopenhauer’s metaphysics implies that almost everyone is frustrated, 
anguished, disposed toward selfishness, and not faithfully represented by a beautiful por- 
trait. In this respect, the juxtaposition of the two portraits of Dorian Gray is not excep- 
tional, but is instead an intensified version of the standard human condition. 


Schopenhauer admits that beauty is misleading in how it covers up suffering, and, in view 
of his account of the human condition, it is a misleading mode of portraying people as in- 
dividuals. At the same time, he presents the beautiful Madonna and Child image as ex- 
pressing the highest level of human character development, as it refers to individuals 
who presumably do not suffer and who are at peace with themselves. The two assertions 
are consistent in that the former is true of representations of actual people, whereas the 
latter is true as an ideal, for rarely do the two coincide. 


A subsequent way to navigate between actuality and ideal is self-consciously to resist how 
beautiful portraits naturally mislead our interpretive attitude to refer to the portrayed 
person’s actual character and to attend exclusively instead to the trans-individual ideal 
that the person’s beautiful bodily form suggests. There are no actual individuals referred 
to in classical Greek sculptures, for example, but the shapes of their bodies and counte- 
nances are inspiring. From this perspective, it is beside the point that Dorian Gray has an 
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evil character or that the people pleasingly presented in a wedding portrait actually may 
be tortured souls. The interest in beauty is best not conceived in connection with a refer- 
ence to the character quality of the individuals portrayed, but in how a person’s bodily 
contours and shapes convey the thought of an ideal character that is essentially indepen- 
dent of the individuals’ actual characters. 


Schopenhauer’s emphasis on beauty in portraiture can consequently be understood in a 
classical Platonic way as intending to draw our attention to an ideal of human character 
that transcends all individuals. This does not imply that there are no people who embody 
the composure, compassion, and tranquility of character that the ideal of beauty conveys; 
it is that since there are so few of these saintly individuals, we can assume that most peo- 
ple do not have characters of this kind and that, if they do happen to have such charac- 
ters, it remains immaterial to appreciating the ideal of beauty that their physical form ex- 
presses. When Stendhal wrote that “beauty is no more than the promise of happiness,” he 
appreciated how beauty arouses and directs us toward our dreams for perfection and not 
to daily reality.’ 


(p. 224) The value of the expressionist style of portrayal resides in its contrasting capacity 
to refer us well to the actual character qualities of people—finite, often frustrated, falli- 
ble, striving, worried, and yearning—and to provide within the realm of artistic represen- 
tation a more realistic understanding of actual individuals. Insofar as it functions as a re- 
minder not to conceive of beauty as primarily indicative of a person’s real character, it 
counteracts the assumptions that motivated the great German art exhibition, where its 
advocates presented themselves as embodiments of the ideal of classical beauty, as being 
peaceful, morally pure, family oriented, and socially dedicated when in fact they were 
substantially aggressive and murderous. 


In this regard, the expressionist style of art that the exhibition of so-called degenerate art 
condemned stands morally as a conscience to the artistic employment of the classical ide- 
al of beauty, for, despite the existence of saintly people, only when the ideal of beauty is 
perceived as an ideal, rather than as the possession of an individual or set of individuals, 
can it serve more universally and effectively as a source of inspiration. This is one of the 
more important pragmatic implications of Schopenhauer’s having highlighted the appre- 
hension of Platonic Ideas in his theory of beauty. Conversely, on the side of being more 
down-to-earth, it follows that a main reason why ugliness is disturbing is because it tends 
to display more truth than we are typically disposed to acknowledge. 
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Notes: 


(1.) Alessandro Pinzani, “How much Schopenhauer is there really in Wagner?” ethic@ 11, 
no. 2 (2012), 218. 


(2.) A good example of such a down-to-earth perception is in Jean-Paul Sartre’s novel, 
Nausea, where Sartre describes the perception of a tree’s root in its full existential and 
incomprehensible detail. 


(3.) An ancient source of this idea is Aristotle’s Physics, Book II 199a, 16-17. 


(4.) G. W. F Hegel, Lectures on Fine Art, Vol. 1, translated by T. M. Knox (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1975), 155. 


(5.) Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, §14. 


(6.) Johann Winckelmann, Reflections on the Painting and Sculpture of the Greeks, trans- 
lated by Henri Fusseli (London: A. Millar, 1765). 


(7.) “La beauté n’est que la promesse du Bonheur,” in De LAmour (1822), ch. 17. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter discusses the concept of genius in Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, or rather, as 
he puts it, in his “metaphysics of the beautiful.” The question is whether this kind of 
metaphysics is based on a distinct mode of knowledge that is neither theoretical nor sci- 
entific, but nonetheless immanent, or, as some authors suggest, whether it depends on 
the intuition of something that transcends experience—an alternative that gives a mysti- 
cal quality to Schopenhauer’s thought. To determine which of these approaches is to be 
preferred, the author considers the relations between Schopenhauer’s and Kant’s aes- 
thetics as found in Kant’s third Critique. In short, our questions may be put in this way: Is 
art an objective mode of knowledge, by means of a Platonic Idea of something that is ac- 
tually given in the world, or is it instead a sort of enthusiastic metaphysics that reveals 
something that is hidden and cannot be known through reason? 


Keywords: genius, metaphysics, Platonic Ideas, beauty, aesthetics 


Schopenhauer presents his aesthetics—in the sense of a knowledge concerning beauty— 
in the third book of The World as Will and Representation, and names it the “metaphysics 
of the beautiful.” In this chapter, we investigate what it means to understand the “doc- 
trine” concerning the beautiful, either natural or artistic, as a “metaphysics.” 


The way Schopenhauer reflects on the concept of metaphysics is the key to understand- 
ing not only his aesthetics, but also his philosophy as a whole, which encompasses his 
epistemology and moral theory, together with his aesthetics, to constitute the wisdom 
about what he calls the “world.”! 


Kant’s contrasting understanding of metaphysics, the guide to his entire critical project, 
is the main target of Schopenhauer’s criticism. Indeed, what Schopenhauer considers to 
be Kant’s “mistake,” as revealed in the first paragraph of the Prolegomena to Any Future 
Metaphysic, following a Platonic inspiration, consists in defining metaphysics as the 
knowledge of everything that surpasses experience.? In his criticism, developed in the 
“Appendix [Anhang]—Criticism of the Kantian Philosophy” of the first volume of The 
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World as Will and Representation (WWR1)p}, 415-534)°, Schopenhauer condemns Kant for 
locating metaphysics beyond the field of experience, and, therefore, for abandoning inner 
and outer experience, which he believes is its most profitable source. These two kinds of 
knowledge are united in the body—the precise point from which, for him, all metaphysical 
knowledge comes. Once Schopenhauer considers experience as the source of meta- 
physics—a source that Kant despised—his metaphysics becomes immanent. Indeed, he 
refers to himself an immanent dogmatist in the “Fragments of his History of 

Philosophy” (PP1/pj, 129). 


On the other hand, in his “Criticism of the Kantian Philosophy,” he does not go as far, stat- 
ing only that “my path lies midway between the doctrine of omniscience of the ©. 226) 
earlier dogmatism and the despair of the Kantian Critique” (WWR1)p), 428). The meta- 
physics of the beautiful, as Schopenhauer sees it, does not refer to something transcen- 
dent, where the aesthetic experience could reveal something supersensible, but refers 
rather to the subject’s inner and outer experience concerning the beautiful, describing 
how it takes place in the subject. For Kant as well, aesthetic experience is subjective, and 
here Schopenhauer follows Kant, to whom he recognizes the great merit of giving art a 
“subjective direction” with the feelings of pain and pleasure, instead of explaining it as an 
object’s quality (WWR1)/pj, 530). In philosophical aesthetics ever since Kant, the beautiful 
and the sublime have rarely been predicated of an object, but have been understood as 
states of the subject. 


Kant’s merit lies in investigating the emotion “in consequence of which we call the object 
giving rise to it beautiful, in order, if possible, to discover its constituent elements and 
conditions in our nature” (WWR1)p), 530). Nonetheless, Kant only showed the right path 
by suggesting the method of this investigation; he did not reach the goal, viz., the objec- 
tive truth obtained from this subjective feeling. 


What Schopenhauer criticizes is precisely this possibility of apprehending the beautiful 
by means of a judgment, namely, the judgment of taste—a statement or proposition that 
requires understanding, although in a manner that differs from that knowledge of the ob- 
jects of possible experience since, in the aesthetic judgment, the concept is indetermi- 
nate.* Kant missed the mark because he followed his own method of privileging abstrac- 
tion, placing abstract knowledge at the basis of intuitive knowledge and starting with 
forms of judgment as keys to the knowledge of our intuitive world. Here, Schopenhauer 
employs the same criticism he directs toward the Critique of Pure Reason because Kant, 
faithful to the love of symmetry, is reproducing the same architectonic of his first Critique 
in his aesthetic theory. 


Kant deals with the beautiful by means of an aesthetic judgment, a judgment that mani- 
fests a process in the subject, calling it the judgment of taste (Geschmacksurteil)—a poor 
name choice according to Schopenhauer (WWR1)/p}, 531). Despite some ingenious solu- 
tions, Kant allegedly remains below the dignity of his object, the beautiful, for, by means 
of this judgment, he seeks to establish universal validity to this subjective process but 
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ends up running the risk of making us think nonetheless that the beautiful is a quality in 
the object. 


According to Schopenhauer, instead of beginning with the immediate feeling of the beau- 
tiful, Kant resorts to a judgment, as if the beautiful appeared only with someone else’s 
pronouncement and not in the subject’s own intuition. Schopenhauer speculates that, be- 
sides his “love for architectonic symmetry” (WWR1)/p), 514), the fact that Kant never had 
any real contact with any significant work of art in the remote city of Konigsberg in which 
he lived might explain why he was more impressed with the judgment regarding the 
beautiful than with the beautiful itself (WWR1, 529). On this point, a cosmopolitan 
philosopher such as Schopenhauer, who traveled throughout Europe and lived in cities 
with important museums and art galleries, such as Berlin, Weimar, Frankfurt, and Dres- 
den, undoubtedly would have the upper hand. It is not without some irony that he shows 
his admiration for the way Kant, despite that lack, “was able to (. 227) render a great and 
permanent service to the philosophical consideration of art and the beautiful” (WWR1)/p), 
529). But after all, notwithstanding its many insightful observations, Schopenhauer con- 
siders Kant’s solution to his theory of the beautiful to be simply insufficient. The same 
clothing from the Critique of Pure Reason is forcibly adapted to the whole of his philoso- 
phy, which is what we see, for instance, in the judgment of taste’s antinomy, where Kant 
deduces the beautiful. And, in order to keep such a symmetry, Kant is forced to create a 
peculiar faculty of judgment: namely, that of reflecting (reflektierende) judgment. 


Instead of following the criticism that can be directed at Schopenhauer for not having un- 
derstood the reach of reflection as a pre-logical instance and the role Kant assigns to the 
imagination in its interplay with the understanding in the judgment of taste, or, finally, 
the very specificity of this judgment, we will focus on what Schopenhauer intends by 
proposing a kind of knowledge—a knowledge through aesthetic experience—that is differ- 
ent from that which is based on the principle of sufficient reason, as presented in the first 
book of The World as Will and Representation. 


In Kant’s judgment of the beautiful, or judgment of taste, we find no determination by 
means of a concept, but rather a reflection made by the subject by means of her or his 
imagination that is coupled to the understanding in a relationship of free play. It seems, 
however, that Schopenhauer does not really take into account this kind of judgment. He 
reasons that if the imagination, as Phantasie,° is present in the experience of the beauti- 
ful, then it is not related to the understanding, the source of the possible connection be- 
tween the phenomena—that is, of causality—for it is a kind of reasoning that, dealing with 
the mutual conditioning of the phenomena, is unable to focus on something in isolation. 
The mark of the aesthetic experience as a knowledge distinct from common sense or Sci- 
entific knowledge, as presented in the first book of The World as Will and Representation, 
however, consists in apprehending the object isolated in front of the subject, free of the 
chain of conditions imposed by the principle of sufficient reason. This immediate appre- 
hension, stripped of any interest characteristic of all other kinds of knowledge, can only 
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take place in relation to the Platonic Idea, as a universal given in a pre-reflective manner, 
as a universal ante rem (WWR1)p}, 263). 


With this apprehension of the world, Schopenhauer indicates a special mode of represen- 
tation—one that is not subjected to the principle of sufficient reason in its four modes.® 
The relationship between a representing subject and a represented object is present but 
is no longer submitted to causality (i.e., to the condition of “becoming”) nor to the con- 
cepts coming from the principle of sufficient reason of knowing, nor to the succession in 
time or simultaneity in space, nor to the law of motivation referred to the will of the sub- 
ject who would follow, in his or her choice among the representations, the precepts of his 
or her will or interest. Subject and object are in a unique relationship of mutual refer- 
ence, isolated from everything else surrounding them. The beautiful is present in this rep- 
resentation that overcomes itself in the encounter of subject and object, where one is no 
longer facing the other mediated by an interest. 


This mode of representation allows the apprehension of what Schopenhauer calls the Pla- 
tonic Idea, an objectification of the essence as will. 


(p. 228) 


When the Idea appears, subject and object can no longer be distinguished in it, be- 
cause the Idea, the adequate objectivity of the will, the real world as representa- 
tion, arises only when subject and object reciprocally fill and penetrate each other 
completely. In just the same way the knowing and the known individual, as things- 
in-themselves, are likewise not different. (WWR1/pj, 180) 


The Platonic Idea differs from the concept because it does not arise from a process of ab- 
straction. Unlike concepts, which are universals that are a posteriori abstracted from 
things, the Platonic Idea precedes the configuration of existing individuals as a universal 
archetype. As Schopenhauer says, the Platonic Idea is a universal ante rem, whereas the 
concept is a universal post rem. The character of universality is thus present in the Idea, 
allowing us to see the Will as the metaphysical essence of everything. In this sense, the 
aesthetic apprehension of Platonic Ideas enables a mode of knowledge distinct from the 
conceptual knowledge: it is not abstract, but intuitive knowledge. It is the only possible 
objective knowledge, because, despite being originated in the Will, the Idea guarantees 
that this knowledge is disinterested by creating a different, viz., universal, relation be- 
tween subject and object. As described in the first book, common sense knowledge (ei- 
ther from the understanding’s causality or from the concepts of reason—namely, ordinary 
language) remains too close to individual subjectivity due to its characteristic interested- 
ness and consequently never truly reaches objectivity. 


Since what is at stake here is a criticism of the notions of concept and abstraction, it is 
worth returning to Kant so we can clearly delineate Schopenhauer’s conception of the 
Platonic Idea, which is formed from his criticism of Kantian speculative reason and its re- 
spective notion of system made possible by abstraction (WWR1)p), 452-54). 
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When Schopenhauer removes from his own concept of reason any precept that is not 
purely logical, he is reducing it to an operational instance of the combination of concepts. 
Although he claims in The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason that the 
characteristic of scientific knowledge is to be systematic, something more than a “mere 
aggregate of findings” (FR, 9), this systematicity is nonetheless entirely subjective and 
purely ideal since it is bestowed by the principle of sufficient reason. The criticism of the 
notion of system, already in germ in his criticism of Kant’s Transcendental Analytic, is 
completed in Schopenhauer’s rejection of Kant’s Transcendental Dialectic. Indeed, his 
criticism of the Kantian project spares only the Transcendental Aesthetic and aims at sav- 
ing, once for all, the dualism between phenomenon and the thing-in-itself so criticized by 
other post-Kantian philosophies, with the exception of Reinhold’ (WWR1)p), 452 and 480). 


In the “Appendix to the Transcendental Dialectic” in the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant es- 
tablishes as “indispensably necessary” the regulative use of transcendental ideas, consist- 
ing in “directing the understanding to a certain aim, toward which all the lines of its rules 
converge,” to a “focus imaginarius.”® According to Kant, these rational ideas confer sys- 
tematic unity to the empirical knowledge of the understanding, and, since they are not 
formed from nature, they can guide the research of nature. Schopenhauer opposes such a 
regulative use, considering that Kant could not “have been serious in ©. 229) making this 
assertion,” for instead of ensuring the scientific progress, he maintains that these tran- 
scendental ideas hinder and even destroy all scientific investigation (WWR1)p), 513-14). 
Thus, the goal of providing a conducting wire to the empirical knowledge by the “system- 
atic unity of reason” actually deviates it from its true source, namely, the intuitive and im- 
mediate world: it is as if one prefers the shadows to the objects themselves. And since 
“our reason can always be concerned only with objects,” it is better not to lose them from 
our sight (WWR1)/p), 483). 


This is why a critique of reason “by means of antinomies and their solution” is entirely 
dispensable to Schopenhauer and is easily replaced by a critique of reason that investi- 
gates “the relation of abstract knowledge to immediate intuitive knowledge” (WWR1)p}, 
483). The concept of reason in Schopenhauer’s philosophy does not allow any other prin- 
ciples but those that are purely logical. Kant’s transcendental principles of reason are not 
only unacceptable to him, but are also the source of an “unending conflict” to knowledge 
(WWRI1)p}, 265). To Schopenhauer, reason cannot produce ideas simply because its main 
function is neither productive nor creative, but operational. The function of Ideas, both in 
the philosophy of nature and in the arts—as models or archetypes of individuals, I mean 
species, in the former case, or as beautiful objects, in the latter—is not provide system- 
aticity to knowledge, but to discover or give way to a new kind of knowledge that, despite 
coming from the subject, may aspire to objectivity. 


One can, as does Victor Goldschmidt, differentiate Schopenhauer’s Platonic Ideas from 
Kant’s rational ideas by attributing to the former, in addition to its regulative character, a 
constitutive aspect, in such a way as to recover the idea of a purpose in nature as well as 
the idea of final causes.? However, I believe this conclusion extrapolates the role of the 
idea as something that objectivates but is not identified with the Will in its essential as- 
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pect. After all, despite its origin in feeling (and not in reason), it remains paradoxically a 
representation and, as the philosopher states, by the path of representation we can never 
achieve the will nor the thing-in-itself, only its image (WWR1)/pj, 502). If reason had a con- 
stitutive aspect, it would be that of creating in the subject the condition of receiving the 
feeling of the beautiful. But this last feeling can only come from the will, being for the 
representation a mere “occasional cause” for its manifestation, or rather, for the objectifi- 
cation of the Will (WWR1)p), 137). 


Schopenhauer’s metaphysics of the beautiful is built on the notion of a knowledge of the 
Platonic Idea, which is peculiar to the genius (Genius). To him, the genius is the eye of the 
world, to whom is given the ability to see it in its truth, in a disinterested view. In what 
follows, we explore what this pure subject of knowledge involves in Schopenhauer’s meta- 
physics of the beautiful, pinpointing both its similarities and differences vis-a-vis the 
Kantian conception of genius. 


Genius is attributed to the subject in virtue of the special kind of knowledge that, by 
means of the Platonic Idea, makes the fusion of subject and object possible. Such fusion 
can only be achieved when the principle of sufficient reason does not function as an inter- 
mediary between them. The distinguishing mark of the genius is thereby a disinterested 
view (i.e., the possibility of dissociating his or her knowledge from the multiplicity of ob- 
jects that only exist in connection with each other and which constitute the theater 

(p. 230) of appearances). Liberty and contemplation render it possible to apprehend the 
Platonic Idea, the objectification of the will itself. That is, one can go beyond the phenom- 
enal world and lift the veil of Maya that obscures the view of things as they are. When the 
genius unveils the world, however, he or she necessarily communicates to other specta- 
tors, although to see what is expressed in the artist’s representation—to apprehend the 
beautiful and the sublime and appreciate the works of art and natural beauty (WWR1)/p}, 
§37)—one must also possess this capacity or ability (Fahigkeit), even if in a lower and dif- 
ferent degree. This saves the genius from solipsism and allows his or her work to convey 
a rich meaning. 


How does Schopenhauer explain the transmission of the knowledge proper to the genius? 
Since “idea” means to him the possibility of ascending to an objective knowledge, it is 
precisely this form of objectivity that would allow for communication between the genius, 
“the eye of the world,” and other human beings, for if there were no bridge between him 
or her and the remainder of people, art would die out with its creator. There would be no 
aesthetic fruition if the non-geniuses did not possess some degree of genius, which is 
nothing more than a capacity to apprehend the beautiful, although at a lower level 
(WWRI1)pj, 194). The so-called solipsism of the genius is thus softened as long as one rec- 
ognizes the necessity to show what the world is or could be by means of the work of art. 
Indeed, art has the power to complete nature where it is not able to do this itself 
(WWR1)p}, 186). 


Against this interpretation—one that sees in the metaphysics of the beautiful the same 
immanence of Schopenhauer’s conception of metaphysics, with experience as its source— 
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there are critics who claim a mystical character for Schopenhauer’s apprehension of the 
beautiful and fruition of art. In the pair “Idea-Genius”—that is, in the creation and appre- 
hension of art by the genius by means of the Idea as a Platonic heritage—readers such as 
Gérard Lebrun anchor their criticism to Schopenhauer by focusing on a sort of “aesthetic 
enthusiasm.” They insist that Schopenhauer characterizes the creative genius as an ex- 
ceptional and isolated individual, capable of seeing an occult truth that, however, already 
exists in ordinary knowledge.!° Lebrun cites the Anthropology, where Kant distinguishes 
between “to find” (erfinden) and “to discover” (entdecken). According to Kant, art could 
not discover something already existing, but would find, or better, invent something that 
is not yet. By resorting to Platonic Ideas, Schopenhauer would have developed a mystical 
conception of genius, once it is by the knowledge of Ideas that he or she can see beyond 
the appearances. Here, Lebrun recalls Plato’s cave, from where the genius would emerge 
to contact the real. 


Schopenhauer does explicitly mention Plato in The World as Will and Representation, but 
it is important to appreciate how he modulates the notion of Idea that he borrows from 
the Greek philosopher. To this purpose we should explore the meaning of the contempla- 
tion of Ideas in Schopenhauer. What precisely does the Idea reveal in the genius’s cre- 
ation? Is it something preexisting that is found, something already given? Is it something 
that could hinder the creation or the finding of something new produced by the activity of 
the genius? When Lebrun states that, in Schopenhauer’s hands, the third Critique was 
“deformed” due to an “enthusiastic metaphysics,”!! he associates (.231) Schopenhauer 
with Jacobi, who Kant calls the delirious (Schwarmer); that is, someone who “employs an 
intuitive reason (intuitive Vernunft),” some sort of divine language that Kant refuses to 
understand. !? 


I would like to propose a different interpretation: instead of understanding the meta- 
physics of the beautiful as a perversion of Kant’s transcendental philosophy, could we not 
see it as offering the conditions of possibility to explain the feeling of the beautiful, both 
in nature and in art, by means of an intuitive path, giving up, once and for all, the frame- 
work of logic and abstraction? Here, we can remember Schopenhauer’s own criticisms, 
first to Jacobi, where he rejects “a reason that senses the absolute,” and second, in his 
reference to the philosophy of identity, to Schelling’s intuitive reason, capable of achiev- 
ing the Absolute. Such passages show how Schopenhauer, not unlike Kant, expresses his 
aversion to all sorts of “mystical reason.” 


When Kant employs rational ideas in the first Critique, he warns about the “excesses” of a 
mystical deduction of ideas, unduly understood as a means to achieve the 
supersensible.!* Heinz Heimsoeth quotes a passage where Kant, with exquisite wit, criti- 
cizes Plato with the beautiful image of a free dove that flies in the sky and imagines “to 
be more successful in an airless space.” Likewise, “Plato would have abandoned the sen- 
sible and, in the wings of the ideas, thrown himself into the emptiness of pure under- 
standing.” !4 Indeed, it is Plato who, in morals, places himself in opposition to the Epi- 
curists who aimed at building a sensible morality from the description of human charac- 
teristics and the facts surrounding them. Like Kant, Plato was the first to seek the stan- 
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dard and ideal of all authentically moral behavior in the supersensible and not in the phe- 
nomena. In his Manuscript Remains (Nachlafs), Kant says that Plato builds morality from 
ideas, not from inclinations (Neinungen) or experience.!° But as he seeks the Idea of 
morals in God, he is considered a “delirious genius” who exceeds himself in the Ideas. At 
the same time, though, he might also be seen as a precursor of mysticism once he states 
that there is no progress of the spirit without imitation of what is already known in a new 
relation (neue Beziehung).'® With this in mind, the affinity between genius and madness 
exposed in §36 of The World as Will and Representation could be seen as emphasizing 
precisely the Platonism and the “mysticism” of Schopenhauer’s aesthetics and conception 
of genius. The Platonic genius would be endowed with the Ancient’s “mania” as a divine 
attribute, enabling him free access to the supersensible and authorizing Kant’s epithet of 
“Schwarmer’” that was also used for Jacobi and Plato. However, Schopenhauer intends to 
present only “the purely intellectual ground of the kinship between genius and madness— 
a discussion that certainly contributes to explaining the real nature of genius” (WWR1)p), 
191-92; emphasis added). 


This kinship does not directly refer to an abnormal physiological constitution of the ge- 
nius or the mad, but to an affective disturbance of memory as the organizing thread of 
past events and facts. Although the memory (because it presupposes language) obviously 
refers to the causal and abstract chains, to Schopenhauer, it belongs, after all, to the Will 
—that which is truly responsible for organizing the occurrence of images. In what sense 
does this happen? It concerns memories unpleasant to the Will that involve offending or 
painful facts. 


(p. 232) Whenever they appear, the Will pushes them back, hindering such representa- 
tions to be properly recollected and producing a sort of interruption in their thread, a 
void or a gap (eine Lucke). If this gap is filled with a fictitious content, we have what 
Schopenhauer defines as madness, a psychological dysfunction. The association with ge- 
nius comes precisely from the cut in the causal and abstract thread of representations, 
from the absence of connections established by the principle of sufficient reason neces- 
sary to constitute both daily and scientific knowledge based on the objects’ interaction. 
For the genius also employs a kind of knowledge that is strange to the representations 
connected by the principle of sufficient reason whenever he or she makes the idea of an 
object stand out; that is, he or she also makes a cut in the thread of representations that 
is similar to the one we find in madness—hence follows the kinship between genius and 
madness. Nevertheless, despite the similar affection of memory, Schopenhauer insists in 
a distinction between a genius and a mad person using some observations that he made 
in psychiatric hospitals, where he found individuals with sharp intelligences but whose 
development was hindered precisely by madness (WWR1)p), 190). The intellectual reason 
for the difference between them lies in the cause of the memory gap: in the genius, it 
comes from a resistance to ordinary knowledge due to the absence of interest, whereas in 
the mad person it comes from the refusal in returning to the traumatic event. 
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In Schopenhauer, the Platonic Idea, as the immediate objectification of the Will, is a con- 
dition outside time, space, and causality; it is a place of a unity that comes prior to the 
multiplicity of space-time representations. This universal configures the field of the differ- 
ent modulations, viz., of the beings of nature as species, of humankind as an intelligible 
character, and of the work of the genius as universal beauty. This truth is not expressed 
by an adequacy to something preexisting (because there is absolutely no previous refer- 
ence), but refers to a form of possible expression. By referring to the imagination (Phan- 
tasie), necessary not only to the artist, but to the philosopher as well, Schopenhauer 
states, 


Thus imagination extends the mental horizon of the genius beyond the objects that 
actually present themselves to his person” not only in quantity, but also in quality, 
that is, “the actual objects are almost always only very imperfect copies of the 
Idea that manifests itself in them. Therefore the man of genius requires imagina- 
tion, in order to see in things not what nature has actually formed, but what she 
endeavoured to form, yet did not bring about, because of the conflict of her forms 
with one another. (WWR1)/pj, 186-87). 


Imagination, therefore, expands the circle of vision (Gesichtskreis) beyond the objects of- 
fered by reality, and its strength becomes “a condition of genius” (WWR1)p), 187). By ask- 
ing for what is “beyond the objects that actually (in der Wirklichkeit) present them- 
selves,” we know we will not find there anything more than representations and that this 
beyond does not point to something supersensible but to the possible contained in the 
Platonic Idea as a universal ante rem. The genius is not a demiurge, replacing the divinity 
or inspired (. 233) by it, but is instead the interpreter of the Will, its translator; as the 
natural forces that express the Ideas, the genius is, as in Kant, a “favorite of nature (gun- 
stlig der Natur).”*7 


If we respect the immanent character that Schopenhauer gives to his philosophy, it is im- 
plausible to interpret his aesthetics or metaphysics of the beautiful as an “enthusiastic 
metaphysics,” exceeding itself by seeking outside of the world and of the will that ex- 
presses itself in some exterior reality that would somehow be its truth. The aesthetic feel- 
ing offers an image of the world in which the subject sees and fuses him- or herself with 
the object in the contemplation of the Platonic Idea overcoming the “simple representa- 
tion (blosse Vorstellung)” and its poles, subject and object. It remains a world seen as 
representation, but one that exposes in a different manner what is given to the subject in 
the thread of his or her relations. In such conditioned series, we can find an interested 
knowledge, focused on the individual’s survival and obeying a blind impulse from his or 
her will. 


On the other hand, art and its metaphysical knowledge offer the object detached from all 
individual interests, in a universal dimension provided by the Platonic Idea. The will is not 
present anymore as an untamed impulse, opening its ways at all costs, but is objectified 
and stripped of the individual’s impetus of satisfaction to keep him or her alive; from now 
on, the subject is a pure subject of knowledge. For a few moments, this subject withdraws 
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from his or her corporeal needs and plunges into the beautiful with its contemplative 
fruition. By taking such an attitude toward the world and as the ensurer of a peculiar pos- 
ture, the beautiful is seen by Schopenhauer as a “quieter of the Will.” Thus pacified in its 
objectification, the Will denies, for a single moment, the will-to-live (WWR1)/p), 391). 


We should not see here, as Nietzsche, a “will for nothing,” but an instantaneous rest of 
the Will, a rest that enables the manifestation and fruition of beauty in the world. Art is 
not the imitation of nature, but a creation of what nature misses. The tranquility and the 
spaceless and timeless point of view offered by the true being, brought to us by the artist 
and the philosopher, should not be searched for in a hereafter for it is made of the same 
matter that forms this world. Even in Schopenhauer’s hierarchy that privileges those arts 
carrying less “natural” content—with music being on the apex—I believe their relation is 
with the world in both points of view, as Will and representation. 


The highest of the arts, music, dispenses with representation and is the most diaphanous, 
made entirely of sounds and employing a minimum of matter, creating something as a 
world of sound parallel to this one, allowing us to hear directly the voice of the Will. On 
the opposite extreme, the most material of all the arts, architecture, where weight and re- 
sistance struggle, creates several styles in which this conflict is historically manifested. In 
architecture, Schopenhauer sees the objectification of the lower forces of matter, gravity, 
and the efforts to overcome it. Thus, weight and rigidity (Starrheit), that can also be 
translated as stability, show the discord between these qualities of the matter revealing 
itself in architectonic constructions. This duality corroborates the dynamic character of 
architecture against a static (or mathematical) view of the buildings: the dynamic effects 
result from “those fundamental forces of nature, those primary Ideas, those lowest grades 
of the will’s objectivity” (WWR1)/p), 214). It is also above form and _ ©. 234) symmetry be- 
cause it is the contribution of each part in the stability of the whole that works in facilitat- 
ing the apprehension of the whole. This is why the regularity of the figures, although con- 
tributing to its beauty by manifesting the regularity of space, is not indispensable and has 
a subordinate value. They depend on the unceasing conflict between weight and rigidity 
(WWRI1)pj, 214). The two arts that occupy the extreme opposite poles in this hierarchy, ar- 
chitecture and music, have something in common: namely, their dynamic character and 
constant activity, even if this happens outside time and space. 


Schopenhauer’s hierarchy of arts places music in the highest place, followed by poetry 
and plastic arts, ordered according to the decreasing degree of matter involved. Music is 
the art par excellence because its material, sound is least attached to any sort of empiri- 
cal or conceptual manifestation. To explain music, he does not resort to the Ideas as me- 
diators between a plurality of sensible images and the single Will. Given the fluidity of the 
sound world and despite its specific dissimilarity with the phenomenal world, music ex- 
presses directly the essence of things; it manifests the will in a way that is completely ad- 
equate as the very world that is within us and in front of us. In music there is no repre- 
sentation whatsoever. Schopenhauer parodies Leibniz in this respect, who sees in music 
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the exercise of arithmetic, claiming that “music is an unconscious exercise in meta- 
physics” manifesting the will as well as the world (WWR1)/p, 264, 256). 


Since music no longer represents anything at all—it does not point to any sort of external 
reference—it is form and content at once: “Its [music’s] object is not the representation, 
in regard to which deception and ridiculousness alone are possible, but [its seriousness is 
explained from the fact] that this object is directly the will; and this is essentially the 
most serious of all things, as being that on which all depends” (WWR1)/pj, 264). Therefore, 
as seen, it is in music as overcoming of the point of view of the world as representation, 
and peculiarly, in this art, we find ourselves almost on the core of the will were it not for 
the fact that we are still dealing with a universal language, that of sounds. But by this lan- 
guage of sounds, we transmit feelings not in an individual mode; that is, not a feeling of a 
determinate pain, or joy or peace, or hate, but pain itself, joy itself, peace itself, and hate 
itself, all in a universal mode. 


Schopenhauer keeps the Kantian distinction between the beautiful and the sublime as fit 
to the genius that expresses itself in art. However, although he preserves the subjective 
character of both, their meaning is different from Kant’s. Schopenhauer describes the 
beautiful as the pacifying feeling of the pure subject of knowledge while facing the object 
that, somehow, makes this connection easy in the Platonic Idea produced by the genius. 
On the other hand, the sublime implies, at the beginning, a hostile relationship between 
subject and object. To arrive in the feeling of the sublime, the pure subject of knowledge 
or the genius must tame such hostility and contemplate the object, completely withdraw- 
ing him- or herself from the conflict (WWR1)/p}, 202). The menace must cease, and the 
feeling of the sublime must rise above the conflict with the will. In tragedy, for instance, 
the feeling of resignation regarding the fate of the main character prompts us to over- 
come the impact caused by his or her pain and disgrace. The great intellectual . 235) 
force of the genius tames the will, softening its powerful stimuli: harmoniously and al- 
most effortlessly in the beautiful, conflictingly in the sublime. 


In both cases, we see the superiority of the pure subject of knowledge over his or her 
body and intrepid will achieving a state of contemplation that enables the work of art’s 
calm and quiet fruition. This exceptional victory can be verified in the contemplation of 
the Platonic Idea, where the intellect ceases to serve the will and takes the higher place. 
Unlike Kant’s third Critique, where the idea of reason triumphs over imagination, !® the 
triumph here is over the interests connected to the knowledge, both of understanding and 
reason, involved in the intellectual operations dedicated to the will-to-live. The genius, in 
turn, at the same time possesses a powerful intellectual force and must concomitantly 
possess an enormous force of the will, once both will and intellect have the same source 
and demand a lot from each other. The genius is thus endowed with a strong tempera- 
ment, and his or her intellect, disentangled from ordinary (pre)occupations, overcomes 
the sensible impulses, freeing him- or herself to invent or produce a work of art. 


Schopenhauer’s conception of art as contemplation often gives the impression of creating 
an abyss between art and world, of cutting off all historical and critical relations. 
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Yet another interpretation is also possible, according to which this withdrawal from indi- 
viduals’ interest and petty selfishness might mean some sort of nonconformity, deploying 
a conflicting relationship with the status quo. This is how Max Horkheimer reads 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy in general: as refusing all conciliation and rebelling against 
the injunctions of the surrounding society. The aversion toward the impotence of an “in- 
strumental reason” as the sole kind of possible rational knowledge, unable to provide any 
truthful meaning to human life, would have taken Schopenhauer to think of an “enlarged 
reason”!? or a knowledge that would manifest itself in other cultural domains as art and 
morals. Schopenhauer’s concept of reason, as presented in the Fourfold Root and in the 
first book of The World as Will and Representation, is too narrow to encompass what 
Horkheimer calls objective reason,?° but the expression of this reason in Schopenhauer’s 
philosophy, by extrapolating the causal relation that explains the becoming and the rea- 
son of knowing that connects the abstract representations, is enlarged to fit all the other 
fields of wisdom, such as art and morals. In the latter, the feeling of compassion prevails, 
metaphysically grounded in the same essence of each person; namely, the Will. We know 
that reason in Schopenhauer is necessarily limited, so, if we want to employ 
Horkheimer’s expression, it has to be metaphorically expressing the other kinds of knowl- 
edge in addition to the selfish and interested knowledge involved in the representation 
subsumed to the Will and subordinated to the principle of reason, and committing itself 
solely to the preservation of life. 


We have to regard art as the greater enhancement and the more perfect development of 
all this, for essentially it achieves just the same thing as is achieved by the visible world 
itself, only with greater concentration, perfection, intention, and intellectual clarity 
(Besonnenheit).”! It can therefore, in the full sense of the word, be called the flower of 
life. If the whole world as representation is only the visibility of the will, then art is the 
elucidation of this visibility, the camera obscura that shows the objects more purely and 

(p. 236) enables us to survey and comprehend them better. It is the play within the play, 
the stage on the stage in Hamlet (WWR1)p), 266). 
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Notes: 


(1.) This is yet another concept we should investigate regarding its Kantian origin. To 
Kant, whenever we try to solve what the world is (finite or infinite, simple or composed), 
we fall into an antinomy because both thesis and antithesis, even if they are proved, can- 
not refer to the “world-in-itself.” In Schopenhauer, who inherited Kant’s dualism (phe- 
nomenon and thing-in-itself), the question turns around how can we speak about the 
world as will and representation. As I will try to present in this chapter, it is only by ac- 
knowledging both points of view about the world (i.e., a double meaning) that we can 
speak as philosophers without the risk of falling in antinomies. 


(2.) There are two competing etymologies for the word “metaphysics”: (1) what is beyond 
physics and (2) the book Aristotle wrote after the Physics, without any transcendent 
meaning. 


(3.) The word “representation” translates the German Vorstellung, which literally means 
to stand before or to be in the face of something. The usual English translation bears an 
imprecision, for in the original German there is no reference to the prefix “re,” which usu- 
ally means a reference or an unfolding. According to some, it would be better to simply 
say “presentation,” instead of “representation.” This is particularly relevant to 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy because this standing before refers exclusively to the subject 
and to nothing beyond this presenting itself: object and representation are one and the 
same regard. 


(4.) Robert Wicks distinguishes Kantian judgments of pure beauty and judgments of the 
sublime in Kant’s third Critique as species of aesthetic judgments, where an object is pre- 
sented with some conceptual activity. This conceptual activity nevertheless is not the 
same as reflecting cognitive judgments, for the reflection on a given object does not issue 
in the application of a determinate concept to the object to produce empirical knowledge. 
See Robert Wicks, Kant on Judgement (New York: Routledge, 2007), 95. 


(5.) Schopenhauer seems to prefer the word “Phantasie” to express the imagination in his 
aesthetics, and we can attribute this choice to his desire to highlight the difference in re- 
lation to Kant. To the critical philosopher, the Einbildungskraft refers to the imagination, 
either in a subordinate position, as in the first Critique, or in a relation of free play, as in 
the third Critique. Another reason for this choice is etymological: Phantasie comes from 
the Greek phantasia, that in German corresponds to Erscheinung, from the verb er- 
scheinen, appearance, to appear. It is only during the Renaissance that the term “phanta- 
sy” suffers a twist due to the theory that attributes to it an “almost corporeal spirit,” ade- 
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quate to incorporate itself in nature and to animate the universe, not far from Plotinus’s 
astral body. 


(6.) See FR, §46. 
(7.) See Reinhold’s Letters on the Kantian Philosophy. 


(8.) Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, translated by John Miller Dow Meiklejohn 
(London: Henry G. Bohn, 1855), B672 (Ak IIL 427/428). 


(9.) Victor Goldschmidt, “Schopenhauer, lecteur de Lamarck.” In Ecrits, vol. 2 (Paris: Vrin, 
1954), 207. 


(10.) “Lenthousiasme” esthétique consistera em rétablir le primat de la contemplation et 
a interpréter l’idée esthétique comme une Idée platonicienne; l’oeuvre d’art sera rendue 
inséparable de la “conaissance de 1’idée”, et le génie tenue par um découvreur 
d’essences—ce qu’il n’est certainement pas, selon Kant” (Gerard Lebrun, Kant et la fin de 
la méthaphysique, Paris: Armand Colin, 1970, 406). 


(11.) “Quelle ait été jugée en des critéres psychologiques ou gauchie dans le sens dune 
métaphysique ‘enthousiaste,’” Ibid., 316. 


(12.) See the letter to Hamman, from April 6, 1774 quoted in Lebrun (Kant et la fin de la 
méthaphysique, 408): “Pour moi, pauvre fils de la terre, je n ai aucune disposition a en- 
tendre la langue divine de la raison intuitive ... .” 


(13.) Heinz Heimsoeth, “Kant und Plato,” Kant Studien 56, no. 3 (1966), 349. 
(14.) Ibid., 350. 


(15.) “Plato: Moral aus der Idee, nicht den Neinungen oder den Erfahrungen gemass, 
auch nicht aus Reflexionsbegriffen. Nur er suchte seine in Gott, oder machte den Begriff 
von Gott aus diesen Ideen,” cited in Heimsoeth, “Kant and Plato,” 354. See AK XIX, 177 
[No. 6842]. 


(16.) See Immanuel Kant, Reflexion, 788, XV340, Ak Ausgabe. 
(17.) Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, Ak Ausgabe V 318. 
(18.) Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, Ak V, 285, 286. 


(19.) Mauricio Chiarello, Das Idgrimas das coisas. Estudo sobre o conceito de natueza em 
Max Horkheimer (Campinas: Editora da Unicamp, 2001), 96 and 26n. Chiarello glosses 
the radical character of Horkheimer’s position in Reason and Self-preservation (Vernunft 
und Selbsterhaltung), softened two years later in Eclipse of Reason, where he admits an 
objective reason. 


(20.) Max Horkheimer, “Means and Ends,” in Eclipse of Reason (Oxford: Oxford Universi- 
ty Presss, 1947), 5. 
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(21.) I prefer intellectual clarity instead of Payne’s choice, intelligence, as a translation for 
Besonnenheit. It can be understood, in a certain way, as Horkheimer’s notion of an “en- 
larged reason” in Eclipse of Reason. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


Schopenhauer explores the paradoxical nature of the aesthetic experience of the sublime 
in a richer way than his predecessors did by rightfully emphasizing the prominent role of 
the aesthetic object and the ultimately affirmative character of the pleasurable experi- 
ence it offers. Unlike Kant, Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the sublime does not appeal to the 
superiority of human reason over nature but affirms the ultimately “superhuman” unity of 
the world, of which the human being is merely a puny fragment. The author focuses on 
Schopenhauer’s treatment of the experience of the sublime in nature and argues that 
Schopenhauer makes two distinct attempts to resolve the paradox of the sublime and that 
Schopenhauer’s second attempt, which has been neglected in the literature, establishes 
the sublime as a viable aesthetic concept with profound significance. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Kant, sublime, aesthetic experience, aesthetics 


Schopenhauer offers an intriguing account of the experience of the sublime, one that ex- 
plores its aesthetic nature in a far richer way than his predecessors by rightfully empha- 
sizing the prominent role of the aesthetic object and the ultimately affirmative character 
of the pleasurable experience it engenders.! Unlike Kant, Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the 
sublime does not appeal to the superiority of human reason over nature to resolve (what I 
call) the paradox of the sublime (i.e., how it is that we can take aesthetic pleasure in dis- 
turbing and overwhelming objects and inhospitable environments). On the contrary, he 
explores and affirms the ultimately superhuman unity of the world, of which the human 
being is merely a puny fragment. Exploring this and several other related issues in 
Schopenhauer’s theory will require seeing Schopenhauer’s account of the sublime as 
rather more original, nuanced, and complicated than is often acknowledged. 


I focus on Schopenhauer’s treatment of the experience of the sublime in nature. On the 
account I provide, Schopenhauer makes two distinct attempts to resolve the paradox of 
the sublime, and I argue that, despite its shortcomings, Schopenhauer’s second attempt, 


Page 1 of 19 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Paradox of the Sublime 


which has been unjustly neglected in the literature, establishes the sublime as a viable 
aesthetic concept with profound significance. 


14.1 From the Beautiful to the Sublime 


In line with Addison, Burke, and several other British eighteenth-century empiricist 
philosophers, Schopenhauer develops a psychological theory of the sublime, but he 

(p. 239) supplements it with important metaphysical insights. Contrary to Kant, for 
Schopenhauer there is no transcendental difference between the beautiful and the sub- 
lime. The distinction between both aesthetic experiences is not grounded in transcenden- 
tal faculties—“understanding” in the beautiful and “reason” in the sublime, respectively— 
but primarily in empirical and phenomenological features. Schopenhauer’s novel thought 
that the beautiful and the sublime cannot be distinguished as sharply as several of his 
predecessors thought is of paramount importance in this respect. 


One of the most revealing passages in this context is one in which Schopenhauer de- 
scribes so-called transitions from the experience of the beautiful to the sublime. He actu- 
ally attaches great importance to these often very subtle transitions. He also specifies 
that there are “several degrees of the sublime” and that, contrary to Kant, the sublime is 
not a reflective judgment, but an aesthetic feeling which is “in the main ... identical with 
the feeling of the beautiful” (WWR1)p), 202). 


Schopenhauer takes great pains to minimize the distinction between both aesthetic expe- 
riences. He insists that “the feeling of the sublime is distinguished from that of the beau- 
tiful only by the addition, namely the exaltation beyond the known hostile relation of the 
contemplated object to the will” (WWR1)p), 202). Their main difference lies in the fact 
that appreciating beauty is characterized by a fairly smooth transition from ordinary, will- 
dominated perception into a state of pure, “will-less” perception, whereas the sublime in- 
volves a painful struggle with that which opposes the will in order to obtain a purely aes- 
thetic state of mind, which allows us to engage with the Idea embodied by the object (see 
WWRI1)>p}, 201-02). 


When we admire the beauty of nature, we easily become absorbed in our tranquil percep- 
tion of it and “not even a recollection of the will remains” (WWR1)p}, 202).2 Schopenhauer 
offers several fascinating examples of how the experience of “easy” natural beauty can 
begin to show traces of sublimity. A first nice example is worth quoting in extenso. 


Now if in the depth of winter, when the whole of nature is frozen and stiff, we see 
the rays of the setting sun reflected by masses of stone, where they illuminate 
without warming, and are thus favourable only to the purest kind of knowledge, 
not to the will, then contemplation of the beautiful effect of light on these masses 
moves us into the state of pure knowing, as all beauty does. Yet here, through the 
faint recollection of the lack of warmth from those rays, in other words, of the ab- 
sence of the principle of life, a certain transcending of the interest of the will is re- 
quired. There is a slight challenge to abide in pure knowledge, to turn away from 
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all willing, and precisely in this way we have a transition from the feeling of the 
beautiful to that of the sublime. It is the faintest trace of the sublime in the beauti- 
ful [der schwachste Anhauch des Erhabenen am Schonen], and beauty itself ap- 
pears here only in a slight degree. (WWR1jp}, 203) 


This fascinating description of “der schwachste Anhauch des Erhabenen,” which E. F. J. 
Payne translates as “the faintest trace of the sublime”—the German Anhauch actually 
refers to “breath,” as the verb “anhauchen” means “to breathe on” (see also WWR1)/p}, 
182). .240) Translating Anhauch with “trace” is too strong, for the example clearly 
shows that beauty here is rather tinged with sublimity, as the air can be tinged with rain. 
It is as if the faintest touch of the sublime here somehow mildly qualifies the smoothness 
of the transition from will-driven into will-less, tranquil perception.* Schopenhauer ex- 
plains why this is the case here: because of our awareness of the lack of warmth of the 
sunrays, some effort is required to overcome our sense of uneasiness and perhaps even 
worry about the lack of life energy the winter sun is providing, which adds a peculiar 
thrill to this experience of beauty and makes us shiver slightly at the sight of it. As 
Schopenhauer puts it: “through the faint recollection”—we will see how crucial the term 
“recollection” really is in the context of Schopenhauer’s theory of the sublime—of the 
thought that in winter the sunrays are not strong enough to provide much warmth, “a 
certain transcending of the interest of the will is required.” In the German text, “tran- 
scending” is “Erheben,” which is very closely related to “das Erhabene” (the sublime). 


What distinguishes the mildly sublime experience just mentioned from a pure experience 
of beauty is that, despite the beauty of the sunlit scene, the faint awareness of the lack of 
solar energy in winter affects our will negatively. Hence, Schopenhauer argues, a certain 
elevation is needed somehow to remain in a purely contemplative mood instead of yield- 
ing to the negative emotions that are caused by the affection of the will, which slightly 
tarnishes the purity of our experience of natural beauty. The key difference with “easy 
beauty” is that here we are aware of a mild challenge to engage the object purely contem- 
platively, since we somehow realize that when “nature is frozen and stiff,” it is not a hos- 
pitable environment. We are faintly reminded of our dependence on the energy of the sun 
to be able to survive in nature as the will-driven, embodied creature that we are. 


Now, I would like to suggest that this example of an experience of beauty slightly tinged 
with sublimity—which might be better categorized as an example of terrible beauty 
rather than sublimity—shows how far removed we already are from a Kantian explanation 
of the sublime. For Schopenhauer, neither our imagination nor our senses are violently 
dominated by reason to measure the might of nature, as Kant holds, and there is no men- 
tion of what forms the core of Kant’s theory: namely, the judgment of (moral) purposive- 
ness, the superiority of practical reason, and the susceptibility to moral feeling. Even if 
we disregard the prima facie difference between their respective approaches (i.e., Kant’s 
being a transcendental story and Schopenhauer’s a psychological account), the gap be- 
tween the way they aim to resolve the so-called paradox of the sublime—the way they ac- 
count for how it is that we can actually enjoy what is disturbing and overwhelming—is al- 
ready very wide. For Kant would argue that even mild experiences of the sublime are 
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based on our (perhaps subconscious) acknowledgment of the inadequacy of our imagina- 
tion to the power of practical reason, whereas Schopenhauer makes it clear from the out- 
set that any reference not only to “that fatal faculty of reason” but also to transcendental 
imagination is superfluous. On Schopenhauer’s account, the pleasure in the sublime is 
based on the deliverance of knowledge from the service of the will, whereas for Kant 
reason’s dominance delivers the will merely from the influence of inclinations upon it. In 
Schopenhauer’s view, the sublime is a purely aesthetic experience that expresses not our 
(moral) superiority over ©. 241) nature but the struggle with “our broken will” and thus 
intensifies awareness of our fragility and nullity in comparison with sublime nature. 


Like, for example, Burke and Mendelssohn, but unlike Kant, Schopenhauer attaches par- 
ticular importance to the existential dimensions of the sublime experience. Schopenhauer 
rightly intimates that the experience of the sublime is based on an existential awareness 
of ourselves as fragile, puny individuals and our precarious embodied engagement with 
the world.° What explains the mildly sublime character of lonely prairies and deserts, for 
instance, is not so much their limitlessness which the imagination fails to “comprehend” 
in a single image, but rather the sense that these surroundings are felt to be existentially 
disturbing to finite embodied individuals like ourselves who need objects to strive for in 
order to feel alive and life-enhancing environments in order to survive (see WWR1)pj, 203- 
04). 


Schopenhauer argues that whoever is incapable of contemplating such rather uncanny 
surroundings and whose perception remains in the service of the will, will be “abandoned 
with shameful ignominy to the emptiness of unoccupied will, to the torture and misery of 
boredom” (WWR1)p}, 203-04) The tinge of the sublime that we experience in such sur- 
roundings is grounded in an experience of contrast: the contrast between the goals of our 
willing self and the lack of objects to satisfy it. 


The experience of “the sublime in a low degree” can become more intense—the Schopen- 
hauerian sublime is indeed often more a matter of intensification (as in Burke) than of el- 
evation—if we imagine “such a region denuded of plants and showing only bare 

rocks” (WWR1)p), 204). For then the threat which the surroundings pose to our physical 
existence becomes far clearer and, suggests Schopenhauer, “the will is at once filled with 
alarm [schon geradezu bedngstigt] through the total absence of that which is organic and 
necessary for our subsistence [zu unserer Subsistenz notigen]” (WWR1)\p, 204). Here we 
find a splendid echo of Burke’s existential sublime.® What really terrifies us is nothing 
less than our awareness that the surroundings that we perceive are possibly life-threaten- 
ing since they lack what we need “for our subsistence,” for our survival. To be able to 
contemplate serenely such surroundings, “a more decided emancipation from the interest 
of the will” is needed, and therefore “the feeling of the sublime distinctly 

appears” (WWR1)p), 204). Here the feeling of the sublime comes close to an experience of 
the uncanny, which translates the poignant German term unheimlich (literally “unhome- 
ly”). The environment Schopenhauer describes is more distinctly sublime because we 
cannot imagine it to be our home. We feel that we could not survive in an environment 
that does not offer the necessary means to feed us; this is what causes it to be felt as un- 
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heimlich. Much more effort is therefore required to be able to persist in the state of pure, 
“will-less” cognition that is essential to aesthetic contemplation for we feel uneasy in this 
environment because it is not conducive to our will-to-life, and we are aware that we 
would not be able to live and survive in it.” 


The core of the experience of the sublime involves a struggle with our will which is nega- 
tively affected by the (real or imagined) hostile character of the object through which “we 
feel ourselves reduced to nothing ... like drops in the ocean, dwindling and dissolving into 
nothing” (WWR1)/pj, 205). The sublime, Schopenhauer insists, is indeed a_ ©. 242) hum- 
bling experience, but not because (as Kant insists) we feel humbled “by the superiority of 
the rational vocation of our cognitive powers.”® Schopenhauer develops a more adequate 
explanation of the peculiarly humbling effect of the sublime. What is particularly hum- 
bling when we are faced with sublime phenomena is that they “oppose our will” and 
cause our sense of vulnerability to nature’s might to be heightened (WWR2)p), 433). 
Schopenhauer’s approach thus surpasses Kant’s (and several of his predecessors) for be- 
ing more clearly object-centered.? We feel our inability to withstand the tremendous 
shock that the overwhelming object causes to our self-esteem: we are being made vividly 
aware of the insignificance and vulnerability of our existence as desiring, embodied indi- 
viduals. ‘° 


14.2 The Full Impression of the Sublime and 
the Struggle with the Will 


The problem of why such tremendously shocking and usually (but not necessarily) fearful 
experiences can actually be sought out, enjoyed, and positively valued has yet to be an- 
swered. Why is it that we experience this humbling of our self-esteem with pleasure? 
Schopenhauer is, of course, fully aware that not all frightening experiences are necessari- 
ly sublime. What is it that renders terrifying vistas aesthetically pleasing and uplifting? 


Schopenhauer offers the following answer. Our being negatively and often painfully af- 
fected by the immensity of what we face when we realize, through feeling, the destructive 
threat of the natural forces suggests that we are “helpless against powerful [or, rather, 
“violent” (gewaltige)] nature, dependent, abandoned to chance, a vanishing nothing in 
the face of stupendous forces” (WWR1)p), 205). Contra Burke and Kant, Schopenhauer 
justly contends that we need not be in a safe place to experience the sublime (see MR2, 
321 [HN2, 289]). It is neither necessary (as both Burke and Kant hold) nor sufficient (as 
Burke holds). Whereas being (or imagining ourselves to be) in a safe place may definitely 
aid in overcoming the anxiety aroused by a distressing object, feeling too safe might also 
have the opposite effect of making our awareness of the object’s threat too weak actually 
to experience the danger it might cause, and it would thus also lose its sublime effect. 


Hence what procures the ambivalent pleasure of the sublime is not—as Burke supposes— 
reducible to a sense of moderation of experienced terror by beholding the object from a 
safe distance.!! There is indeed a major difference between, for instance, the relief felt on 
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having escaped from a perilous situation and the pleasurable, uplifting feeling of the sub- 
lime. For, although we would actually dread confronting a similar dangerous situation 
again or even thinking about it or remembering it, we will surely gladly revisit a sublime 
environment in nature and also seek out objects that give rise to a similar sublime feel- 
ing. This crucial difference between relief and sublimity is one that ©. 243) Burke’s theory 
has trouble accommodating. The sublime cannot be reduced to an experience of “uneasi- 
ness” or “instability” either, let alone to the recognition of the power of (practical) reason 
over our imagination and the superiority of our morality above nature, as Kant argues. 
Quite the contrary. 


Schopenhauer rightly holds that “we feel ourselves reduced to nothing,” and, “with the 
state of pure knowing in its peace and self-sufficiency there is mingled, as a contrast, a 
recollection of the dependence and wretchedness of the will” (WWR1)p;, 205; 204, empha- 
sis added). By emphasizing that the sublime involves awareness not just of “uneasiness” 
but of contrast, he clearly moves beyond his predecessors’ doctrines.!* Schopenhauer de- 
fines an aesthetically sublime experience as one based on the felt contrast between our 
“broken will” and our unmoved contemplation of the cause of this 

“brokenness” (WWR1)p}, 204; see WWR2/p), 433). “In this contrast,” Schopenhauer urges, 
“is to be found the feeling of the sublime” (WWR1)/p), 204). Hence, even though we may 
not be, nor imagine ourselves to be in safety, we are still able to experience the sublime 
when faced with objects that have a hostile relation to the human will. Again, this mani- 
fests itself in “a consciousness, merely felt” that we are both “a vanishing nothing in face 
of stupendous forces” and “the unmoved beholder of this scene” (WWR1)p), 204). 


What is, on Schopenhauer’s account, then required to experience the sublime is that we 
do not direct our attention to the hostile relation of the object to our own will and do not 
let “personal affliction ... gain the upper hand” (WWR1)p), 204, emphasis added; see also 
WWRI1)pj, 203; 199; WWR2)p), 372-73). This is of paramount importance. For although 
Kant maintains that we merely “present nature as arousing fear” and “consider an object 
fearful without being afraid of it, if we judge it in such a way that we merely think of the 
case where we might possibly want to put up resistance against it,” what is truly at stake 
in the sublime is not actual safety and mere thinking of something as fearful, but rather 
being able to mentally withstand considerable levels of real danger and fear. What is at 
stake is a heightened awareness of human fragility compared to overwhelming nature 
and the psychological (not moral) strength to cope with this. That this is what Schopen- 
hauer, contra Kant, considers to be essential to the sublime experience is clear from his 
insisting that “the individual will” is “actually affected” by the overwhelming object and 
that the beholder, “although he perceives and acknowledges” the hostile relation of the 
object “to his will which is so pressing ... may not direct his attention to this relation to 
his will” and “consciously turn away from it, forcibly tear himself from his will and its 
relations” (WWR1)/p), 201, emphasis added). This gives the lie to those who hold that what 
really matters in the sublime is overcoming the hostile relation of the object to the human 
will in general instead of to the individual will. For, while taking into account human will- 
ing in general obviously plays an important part in the aesthetic experience of tragedy, 
Schopenhauer does not argue that this forms the core of the experience of the sublime in 
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nature. Schopenhauer rightly argues that real fear is involved in the experience of the 
sublime and that consciousness of the (individual) will is not lost, even though we may not 
focus our attention on it. But I see no inconsistency in holding, as Schopenhauer does, 
that we are both aware of the threat posed to our will and of wresting ourselves from our 
own will. In the sublime, we raise ourselves above our ©. 244) individual willing, but (un- 
like what happens in the case of the beautiful) we remain fully aware of the threat posed 
by the hostile object to our will. Consciousness of the threat to our will has not vanished 
from consciousness. It is, indeed, essential for the feeling of the sublime. If there were no 
such awareness, it is hard to see how the ambivalent, “mixed” emotion of the sublime 
could arise altogether. 


14.3 Schopenhauer’s First Attempt to Resolve 
the Paradox of the Sublime 


How does Schopenhauer explain the possibility of aesthetically enjoying that which 
makes us feel insignificant creatures, abandoned to powerful natural objects that could 
easily annihilate us? The answer he offers is extremely complicated and not always easy 
to distil from his dense account. I think he actually provides two different answers but 
does not sufficiently distinguish between them. 


One explicit answer is what I have called elsewhere Schopenhauer’s doctrine of “tran- 
scendental pride.”!3 According to Schopenhauer, when we regard an overwhelming phe- 
nomenon as personally threatening or distressing, we may also manage to disregard the 
actual threat and not let personal feelings of distress take the upper hand.!* Hence, 
Schopenhauer never denies that I may really feel fear for myself, and feeling myself as a 
vulnerable individual, “as the feeble phenomenon of will ... helpless against powerful na- 
ture, dependent, abandoned to chance” may even heighten the sublime character of the 
scene and the fierceness of the concomitant emotion (WWR1)p), 205). But Schopenhauer 
is fully aware that not all frightening experiences are also necessarily sublime, so he 
needs a clear distinction between them. That is why he stresses the aesthetic character of 
the sublime experience, not only by emphasizing the relational and even correlative quali- 
ty of it and granting (much more explicitly than Kant) a prominent causal role for the ob- 
ject of the aesthetic experience, but also by pointing out that, despite the distress caused 
by the object, we do “remain in aesthetic contemplation” and “the pure subject of know- 
ing gazes through ... this picture of the broken will, and comprehends calmly, unshaken 
and unconcerned, the Ideas in those very objects that are threatening and terrible to the 
will” (WWR1)p}, 204). 


Whereas beautiful objects easily invite us to transcend our will and are very accommodat- 
ing to tranquil contemplation, sublime objects offer resistance (Widerstand) to this transi- 
tion in the beholder from willing individual into pure contemplative subject. From this fol- 
lows that sublime “exaltation must not only be won with consciousness but also be main- 
tained, and it is therefore accompanied by a constant recollection of the will” (WWR1)/p, 
202). Rather surprisingly, this seems to suggest that, despite Schopenhauer’s earlier re- 
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marks on the similar tranquil contemplation both experiences share, the sublime now 
clearly differs phenomenologically from the beautiful. For now Schopenhauer ©. 245) 
maintains that sublime exaltation is necessarily accompanied by “a constant recollection 
of the will” which may obviously disturb the tranquil character of the sublime state of 
consciousness. 


I used to think that this fundamental feature of the sublime undermines the unity of 
Schopenhauer’s doctrine of aesthetic appreciation, which is supposedly based on a Pla- 
tonic ideal of calm contemplation.!> Now, I still believe that Schopenhauer should have 
paid more attention to the peculiar way in which the turbulent character of sublime expe- 
riences cannot always be easily reconciled with his outspoken Platonic ideal of tranquil, 
will-less knowledge of Ideas. Yet it is important to point out that what Schopenhauer iden- 
tifies here as “will-less” contemplation is not to be identified solely with pure knowledge 
of Platonic Ideas nor with a resigned, disembodied state through which we may escape 
from our attachment to the will-to-life. Rather, what unites beauty and sublimity, and 
what keeps these experiences squarely within the aesthetic realm, is that we turn away 
from the interest of the will not to give up the will-to-life, but to gain insight into what the 
object essentially is and how it manifests itself in the world of representation. This is par- 
ticularly obvious when we are faced with the sublime in nature. For then, “we turn away 
from the interest of the will, in order to behave in a purely perceptive way” (WWR2)p), 
433, emphasis added). Thus, by engaging with sublime nature, we do not turn away from 
the will-to-life in order to achieve what Christopher Janaway calls “sublime resignation” !® 
but to remain an aesthetic spectator of the world (i.e., an unmoved beholder focusing not 
on our personal afflictions and concerns, but transcending our self-centered desires in or- 
der to contemplate and admire even those objects that are threatening to the human 
will). Contemplation is what is required, not resignation: our personal needs and desires 
are transformed into a disinterested interest for the aesthetic object but have not com- 
pletely vanished.” 


Here we arrive at Schopenhauer’s idea of so-called transcendental pride, already men- 
tioned. Schopenhauer does not offer a merely negative account of aesthetic pleasure— 
sublime exaltation is not mere relief from pain. On the contrary, it is through identifying 
with the eternal subject of pure knowing—that is to say, by being aware that our percep- 
tion no longer operates in the service of our will—that sublime exaltation is realized to 
the full. Thus the “full impression of the sublime” is, Schopenhauer suggests, ultimately 
based on our realizing that “the fearful struggle of nature” is only a “mental picture or 
representation.” By identifying with the pure subject of knowing, we are conscious of be- 
ing liberated from the thralls of our will and feel exalted since our dependence on the 
world, suggests Schopenhauer, “is now annulled by its dependence on us” (WWR1)p), 
205). 


Summarizing, Schopenhauer’s first answer, which dominates his account of the sublime, 
is that we can actually enjoy aesthetically what is really contrary to the interests of our 
will through sensing that we are not merely a feeble phenomenon of the will but are 
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somehow able to (partly) identify with an unshaken beholder standing, as it were, outside 
nature. 


Schopenhauer’s reference to the pure subject of knowing (or cognition, Erkenntnis) does 
not aid much in finding an adequate resolution for the paradox of the sublime. For, 

(p. 246) although he avoids some of the pitfalls of Kant’s transcendental account, there 
are still a number of weaknesses in Schopenhauer’s first resolution to the paradox of the 
sublime. 


First, Schopenhauer does not sufficiently explain how it is that we come to “find our- 
selves to be” the eternal subject of knowing, with which we are to identify. How does this 
transition from the will into a state of tranquil contemplation come about in beings like 
us, who are embodied individuals wholly determined by appetites, needs, and desires? 
How could a willing individual be able to tear itself away from the whims of the will if the 
latter dominates not only our perception but also our actions, emotions, thoughts, our 
whole existence—if, in short, “the real self is the will-to-life” (WWR2/p;, 606; see WWR2/p), 
239)? 


Second, Schopenhauer here offers another, albeit impressive, variant of what Tom 
Cochrane aptly calls the “heroic model” of the sublime.!® On Schopenhauer’s account, we 
rise above the strivings of the will and enjoy our engagement with a sublime object be- 
cause it provides an enhanced awareness of our cognitive powers. However, this Kantian- 
inspired model is flawed for a number of reasons. For, although Schopenhauer avoids 
Kant’s appeal to the indestructible power of reason, he does seem to ground sublime 
pleasure in the superiority of a pure subject that cannot be annihilated by the threatening 
object in nature, being itself the epistemic supporter of the representation that gave rise 
to the affective response in the first place. This is not only counterintuitive; it is also diffi- 
cult to see why realizing that I am really the subject that is perceiving the sublime object 
would allow me actually to enjoy the aesthetic qualities of the object. The kind of aware- 
ness Schopenhauer seems to have in mind is clearly self-centered. This might be a per- 
haps rather unfortunate remnant of Kant’s transcendental account, although Schopen- 
hauer (unlike Kant) refrains from suggesting that it is ultimately the mind that is sublime 
and not the object in nature. Still, in his first attempt to resolve the paradox of the sub- 
lime, Schopenhauer unjustly downplays the aesthetic properties of the object that pro- 
duce the sublime pleasure in the first place. Furthermore, a sense of (Kantian) self-ag- 
grandizement seems to have taken the place of the earlier, impressive, and far more plau- 
sible focus on the threatening, dislocating, and deeply distressing effects that sublime ob- 
jects have upon us. This “heroic” story also fails to explain why we may actually take aes- 
thetic pleasure in them. 


Third, the thought that the sublime temporarily lifts us “out of ourselves” does not prop- 
erly accommodate the phenomenology of the sublime experience for it downplays that we 
actually sense that we really are puny and insignificant in comparison to the sublime ob- 
ject in nature. 
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Finally, Schopenhauer’s “transcendental pride” model fails to explain why sublime objects 
are appealing and why we are genuinely attracted to such “hostile” objects. Identifying 
the pleasure of the sublime with an enhanced appreciation of the scope of our cognitive 
powers does not sufficiently focus on the core of the experience of the sublime, which is 
to be situated in our relation to the overwhelming characteristics of the hurricane, the 
mountain range, the erupting volcano, and so on. By downplaying the positive qualities of 
the sublime object, Schopenhauer fails to offer an acceptable resolution . 247) to the 
paradox of the sublime. Schopenhauer’s explanation does not end here, however, or he of- 
fers several crucial and substantial modifications to his Kantian-inspired doctrine that 
have frequently been downplayed in the literature.!9 


14.4 Schopenhauer’s Second Attempt to Re- 
solve the Paradox of the Sublime 


Recall that Schopenhauer’s first solution focused especially upon the thought that in the 
sublime we discover the twofold nature of our consciousness and that by feeling oneself 
as the pure subject of knowing (which is the condition of every possible object of percep- 
tion), one experiences the pleasurable exaltation which emerges in contemplating sub- 
lime objects. The feeling of sublime pleasure is characteristically more intense than the 
feeling of the beautiful since the latter does not involve any conscious awareness or “rec- 
ollection” of oneself as dependent on the will, whereas the former does. Schopenhauer 
yet adds a particular twist to his argument by specifying that, although “we feel ourselves 
reduced to nothing” by the sublime object, at the same time: ... against such a ghost 
[Gespenst] of our own nothingness, against such a lying impossibility, there arises the im- 
mediate consciousness that all these worlds exist only in our representation, only as mod- 
ifications of the eternal subject of knowing. This we find ourselves to be [als welches wir 
uns finden], as soon as we forget individuality; it is the necessary conditional supporter of 
all worlds and of all periods of time” (WWR1)p, 205). 


Although prima facie a repetition of his earlier claim that it is by identifying with the pure 
subject of knowing that we can actually relish in sublime objects, this passage actually of- 
fers several novel, significant elements to his earlier endeavour to come up with a resolu- 
tion to the paradox of the sublime. 


First, although he still explicitly refers to the pleasure of discovering that I am the one 
who actually represents the sublime scene, he significantly adds that the consciousness 
with which we identify or, rather, “that we find ourselves to be” is the epistemic ground 
not just of this representation but “of all worlds and of all periods of time.” This pure “I” 
ultimately has genuine metaphysical significance. The “cosmic consciousness” does not 
primarily refer to myself as the tranquil beholder of the object, but is, Schopenhauer 
urges, “the necessary supporter of all worlds and all periods of time.” So what at first 
seemed to be, as in Kant, a discovery of the supersensible side of our being which distin- 
guishes us from nature is now more precisely qualified as “the felt consciousness of what 
the Upanishads of the Vedas express repeatedly in so many different ways, but most ad- 
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mirably in the saying “Hae omnes creaturae in totum ego sum, et praeter aliud (ens) non 
est” [I am all this creation collectively, and besides me there exists no being]” (WWR1)p}, 
205). Unlike many ©. 248) commentators who focus exclusively on the Kantian influence, I 
believe we should not underestimate the importance of this reference to the Indian Upan- 
ishads for it shows how Schopenhauer arrives at a position that radically parts ways with 
Kant’s morally orientated doctrine of the sublime and offers a more plausible (albeit 
merely partially successful) alternative to it.?° 


What Schopenhauer suggests here offers a way out of the anthropocentric and “negative” 
approach that has dominated the recent literature on the sublime for so long. Schopen- 
hauer adds a metaphysical argument to his explanation that is of the greatest importance 
as it rightly considers the experience of the sublime to be deeply affirmative. For, as 
Schopenhauer clarifies, the pleasure in the sublime is not based primarily on the recogni- 
tion of our superiority to nature, as Kant believed. Admittedly, Schopenhauer writes that 
“the vastness of the world, which previously disturbed our peace of mind, now rests with- 
in us,” and this might suggest—as it has indeed struck several commentators?!—that he 
settles with a “heroic,” anthropocentric explanation of the sublime (WWR1)p), 205). Yet, in 
an extremely revealing passage he specifies the basis of our pleasure in the sublime as 
follows: 


All this [i.e. that our dependence on nature is now annulled by its dependence on 
us], however, does not come into reflection at once, but shows itself as a con- 
sciousness, merely felt [als ein nur Gefuhltes Bewusstsein], that in some sense or 
other ... we are one with the world [dass man mit der Welt eines ist], and are 
therefore not oppressed but exalted by its immensity. (WWR1)p), 205; emphasis 
added) 


At least two insights from this important passage are worth considering. First, unlike 
Kant, Schopenhauer succeeds in properly safeguarding the purely aesthetic character of 
the sublime experience by insisting on the nonrepresentational nature of our conscious- 
ness of exaltation. Our exaltation does not come into reflection; it is not propositional, dis- 
cursive, or bound up with conceptual representation, but (as Schopenhauer insists) 
“merely felt.” It is not based on the thought that I am somehow elevated above my will, 
but on feeling this, that is to say, on a bodily response and an inner affect of sorts. 


Second, and perhaps more importantly, the source of sublime pleasure is now clearly situ- 
ated in our relation with the world. There is thus clearly no Kantian “subreption” at all 
here for we are not elevated primarily by discovering that we are somehow epistemically 
or morally superior to nature. We are not exalted by our own power but, as Schopenhauer 
argues, “we are one with the world, and are therefore not oppressed but exalted by its 
immensity.” Not the immensity of our cognitive powers is what is ultimately judged sub- 
lime, as Kant insists; what produces sublime exaltation is the immensity of nature’s pow- 
ers in which we become absorbed. 
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This brings out the third crucial element in Schopenhauer’s impressive account. Contrary 
to his predecessors, Schopenhauer rightly claims that sublime delight is not merely more 
precarious than pleasure in the beautiful but also more intense and even ecstatic. 
Schopenhauer radically modifies his Kantian-inspired account of (.249) “transcendental 
pride.” For what is ultimately pleasurable in the sublime is not our separation from the 
world but, rather, as one commentator aptly puts it, “a pleasure in ... the affirmation of 
the individual’s underlying identity with a greater reality.”2 


Now, although Schopenhauer insists that we remain, at least partly, the “unmoved be- 
holder” of the threatening object and of our feelings of terror and anxiety when faced 
with it, in contrast with beauty, the source of sublime pleasure cannot be traced back to 
this disengaged attitude. For, even though Schopenhauer may not sufficiently elaborate 
this important aspect of the sublime in nature, he does suggest that the felt absorption in- 
to and ultimate identity with the core of the world offers an additional basis to the experi- 
enced pleasure in the sublime—a basis that is existential and ultimately metaphysical. 


Schopenhauer’s doctrine therefore surpasses Burke’s, Kant’s, and many others’ in offer- 
ing a metaphysical and ultimately affirmative basis of the sublime experience, one that is 
rooted in humanity but also transforms it. For, on Schopenhauer’s account (and again 
contra Kant), the sublime reveals not the supersensible power of human reason but the 
presence of a superhuman unity beyond good and evil, which disrupts our perception and 
evaluation of the phenomenal world. Schopenhauer values nature not merely “for the 
challenges it presents to us, as something that is difficult for us to face, and against 
which morality provides the resources needed to cope,”2° but for its awe-inspiring, super- 
human qualities that enable us to realize the nullity and fragility of our existence as indi- 
viduals as well as the ability to affirm our deep identity with a greater reality, with life as 
a whole—albeit one that is necessarily mediated by a sense of the struggle with our indi- 
vidual desires, interests, and needs.2* Faced with overwhelming objects, “we feel reduced 
to nought in their presence, and yet revel in the pleasure of beholding them” (WWR1)p}, 
206), and, in my view, this is due to our ability to somehow identify with their awesome 
aesthetic properties.*° Taking pleasure in sublime objects and environments is therefore a 
matter of rejoicing in our belonging to a larger whole and being called upon to renounce 
our everyday self-concern. It is in this sense that the sublime is more akin to an experi- 
ence of the sacred character of the world than to a self-centered admiration of one’s 
(moral) superiority over nature.?® 


Furthermore, Schopenhauer’s account also allows us to understand better why the sub- 
lime really offers a shock to our self-esteem. By identifying with the core of the world and 
grasping the insignificant and illusory character of our individual existence, we are able 
to identify with and find our home in the world—even if only temporarily. The sublime of- 
fers a path to identifying with reality as it is in itself, which involves expanding our con- 
sciousness. 


The sublime privileges human beings not because of their rationality, but because they 
may be the only beings capable of suspending themselves as center of the world and iden- 
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tifying with the true core of the world from which everything (including us) emanates. 
The self becomes, as it were, a limitless point of view through which the world perceives 
itself as it really is. We become one with the bottomless emptiness that we essentially are. 


w.250 14.5 Conclusion 


Schopenhauer’s account parts ways with Kant’s and several other philosophers by insist- 
ing that a heightened awareness of our manifest fragility in the natural world offers us a 
unique occasion (perhaps matched only by engaging with profound music) to experience 
elatedly our ultimate identity with and nonseparateness from the world as a whole.?’ 
Sublime experience is neither moral nor merely relational; it is (no matter how uneasy it 
may be) close to being fusional since it allows us to become one, as it were, with the pri- 
mal life energy permeating the whole of reality.2® The sublime is not so much an experi- 
ence of the indestructability of “humanity in our person,” as Kant avers, as an “inhuman” 
or “superhuman” experience; that is, an experience by which we transcend our typically 
human concerns and become absorbed by inhuman nature itself. Schopenhauer’s com- 
plex and ultimately affirmative account of the sublime intimates an aesthetic as well as 
existential and metaphysical intensity that is absent from other kinds of aesthetic experi- 
ence. For, although we necessarily remain contemplating subjects when faced with sub- 
lime nature, our exalting experience of it offers a unique and particularly energizing way 
to confront the life-threatening and tragic aspects of the world and its exhilarating, un- 
fathomable, awe-inspiring might. 


This may be part of a plausible explanation of why it is that we actually seek out sublime 
objects. If Schopenhauer is right that confronting sublime objects may enable us to affirm 
our identity with the tremendous primal life energy of reality, then this cannot only in- 
spire, comfort, and delight us but also revitalize us powerfully. Then we feel the will’s exu- 
berant lust for life and affirm our identity with it. By ultimately lifting the burden of anxi- 
ety that overwhelming natural objects cause, the sublime may enable confronting real-life 
disasters and suffering without denying life or yearning to escape from them. The experi- 
ence of the sublime in nature may indeed considerably boost our energy levels, enabling 
us to cope more adequately with the vicissitudes of life instead of fleeing from them or ig- 
noring them. Prefiguring Nietzsche’s account of tragedy and the Dionysian, for Schopen- 
hauer, the feeling of the sublime in nature is not ultimately moral but fundamentally exis- 
tential and life-enhancing for it shows how even the utmost terror can be transformed in- 
to a joyful identification with and affirmation of the will-to-life. Schopenhauer’s doctrine 
of the sublime thus offers an impressive, authentic route to appreciating fully the pro- 
found import of this type of complex, intense, and ennobling aesthetic experience. 
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Notes: 


(1.) This chapter contains modified versions of material that appears in chapter 4 of my 
book The Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015). 


(2.) As said, in this chapter, I focus on the sublime in nature, which forms the core of 
Schopenhauer’s theory of the sublime. For extended discussion of Schopenhauer’s view of 
the sublime in art, especially tragedy, and its connection with Schopenhauer’s ethics, see 
chapter 6 of The Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy. For more on the sublime in art, 
see Bart Vandenabeele, “Kant, the Mannerist and the Matterist Sublime,” Journal of Aes- 
thetic Education 49 (2015), 32-49, and Robert Wicks, “Kant on Fine Art: Sublimity 

Shaped by Beauty,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 53 (1995), 189-93. 


(3.) The thought that in contemplating beauty “not even a recollection of the will re- 
mains” will prove to be pivotal in the comparison with the sublime. 


(4.) In the Cambridge edition, “Anhauch” is translated as “intimation,” which is a bit clos- 
er to the original German. 
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(5.) I offer a more extensive account of the existential and metaphysical significance of 
the sublime in the final chapter of The Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy. 


(6.) I borrow the term “the existential sublime” from Paul Crowther, Critical Aesthetics 
and Postmodernism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), chapter 6. 


(7.) Schopenhauer does not insist that we need to be consciously aware of this to be able 
to experience the sublime, and it would be misguided if he had done so. Feeling uneasy is 
essential, Schopenhauer justly argues, but not our conscious recognition of the reasons 
for it. Here I cannot agree with Sandra Shapshay, who argues that Schopenhauer defends 
a type of, what she calls, “thick sublime” experience and that this type of experience 
would be more profound for having a cognitive (and often scientific) basis. See Sandra 
Shapshay, “Contemporary Environmental Aesthetics and the Neglect of the Sublime,” 
British Journal of Aesthetics 53 (2013), 181-98. That the thick sublime “involves reflec- 
tion upon the relationships between humanity and nature more generally” (189) turns the 
sublime into an overly intellective experience and unjustly undermines its aesthetic cre- 
dentials. As I have argued in The Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy, reflection on hu- 
manity and nature can be a valuable consequence of an experience of the sublime, and 
the sublime may lead to deep metaphysical insights, but these are not (necessarily) part 
of the aesthetic experience itself. 


(8.) Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, translated by Werner Pluhar (Indianapolis, IN: 
Hacket Publishing Company, 1987), 114. 


(9.) Here and in what follows I take issue with Sophia Vasalou, who argues that, accord- 
ing to Schopenhauer, “the mind [is] the true object of sublimity.” See Sophia Vasalou, 
Schopenhauer and the Aesthetic Standpoint (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2013), 7 and passim. This seems to me to be a gross distortion of Schopenhauer’s highly 
sophisticated analysis of the experience of the sublime. I would suggest that, despite ob- 
vious Kantian remnants in Schopenhauer’s account, one important reason that 
Schopenhauer’s doctrine is superior to its predecessor’s is that it is more genuinely ob- 
ject-centered. 


(10.) Iam indebted to Malcolm Budd, “The Sublime in Nature,” in Kant’s Critique of the 
Power of Judgement: Critical Essays, edited by Paul Guyer (Lanham: Rowman & Little- 
field, 2003), 121-42. 


(11.) See Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the 
Sublime and the Beautiful, edited by J. T. Boulton (New York: Routledge, 2008), 136. See 
also Emily Brady, The Sublime in Modern Philosophy: Aesthetics, Ethics, and Nature 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 156: “As a baseline, actual physical safe- 
ty from a lightning storm or erupting volcano is crucial for enjoying the spectacle. We 
could not engage in aesthetic disinterestedness if we were not in some position of safety 
or the equivalent, where we can give proper attention (e.g., we are not running away).” 


Page 16 of 19 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Paradox of the Sublime 


(12.) Alex Neill argues that “uneasiness is the distinguishing mark” of the experience of 
the sublime. See Alex Neill, “Schopenhauer on Tragedy and the Sublime,” in A Compan- 
ion to Schopenhauer, edited by Bart Vandenabeele (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell), 216 and 
passim. This cannot be right, however, for uneasiness is not sufficient to experiencing the 
sublime. Experiences of, for instance, ugliness, terrible beauty, and disgust involve un- 
easiness but are not therefore sublime. 


(13.) The expression “transcendental pride” is Hans Blumenberg’s. See Bart Vanden- 
abeele, “Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and the Aesthetically Sublime,” Journal of Aesthetic 
Education 37 (2003), 94, and The Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy, 109, 112, 114, 
125, 127. See also, e.g., Brady, The Sublime in Modern Philosophy, 97; Paul Guyer, “The 
German Sublime after Kant,” in The Sublime: From Antiquity to the Present, edited by 
Timothy M. Costelloe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 112-14; Dale 
Jacquette, “Schopenhauer’s Metaphysics of Appearance and Will in the Philosophy of 
Art,” in Schopenhauer, Philosophy, and the Arts, edited by Dale Jacquette (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 22. 


(14.) Here I differ from Christopher Janaway who argues that “what the sublime demands 
is that I recognize a situation as threatening or distressing—but without feeling personal- 
ly threatened or distressed.” See Christopher Janaway, “Knowledge and Tranquillity: 
Schopenhauer on the Value of Art,” in Schopenhauer, Philosophy, and the Arts, edited by 
Dale Jacquette (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 56. I see no arguments in 
Schopenhauer’s account to deny the possibility of feeling personally threatened and still 
being able to experience the sublime. On the contrary, Schopenhauer rightly maintains 
that “perceiving and acknowledging this hostile relation to his will” is essential to the sub- 
lime; that “the beholder may not direct his attention to this relation to his will”; and that 
“he may consciously turn away from it, forcibly tear himself from his will and its relations 
... [!] those very objects terrible to the will” (WWR1)p), 201). Moreover, in his account of 
tragedy, the “shuddering” quality of our personal engagement in the sublime is developed 
more fully. I discuss this extensively in chapter 6 of my book The Sublime in 
Schopenhauer’s Philosophy. 


(15.) See Bart Vandenabeele, “Schopenhauer and the Objectivity of Art,” in A Companion 
to Schopenhauer, edited by Bart Vandenabeele (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 219- 
32, and Bart Vandenabeele, “Schopenhauer on Aesthetic Contemplation,” in Arthur 
Schopenhauer: Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung, Klassiker Auslegen, Band 42, edited by 
Oliver Hallich and Matthias Kofler (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 101-18. 


(16.) Janaway, “Knowledge and Tranquillity,” 58. 


(17.) See Bart Vandenabeele, “Beyond the Principle of Sufficient Reason? Schopenhauer’s 
Aesthetic Phenomenology,” in Schopenhauer’s Fourfold Root, edited by Jonathan Head 
and Dennis Vanden Auweele (New York: Routledge, 2017), 169-74. See also Bart Vanden- 
abeele, “Schopenhauer on the Values of Aesthetic Experience,” Southern Journal of Phi- 
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losophy 45, 2007, 565-82; Vandenabeele, “Schopenhauer on Aesthetic Contemplation,” 
112-16. 


(18.) See Tom Cochrane, “The Emotional Experience of the Sublime,” Canadian Journal of 
Philosophy 42 (2012), 134. 


(19.) One notable exception is Paul Guyer, “Pleasure and Knowledge in Schopenhauer’s 
Aesthetics,” in Schopenhauer, Philosophy, and the Arts, edited by Dale Jacquette (Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 109-32. There he rightly emphasizes that the 
Schopenhauerian sublime is “positively exalting” and offers not merely an escape from 
the thralls of willing, since “we are not just relieved from the pain of being” but also expe- 
rience “a joyful affirmation of our identity with reality” (129). He adds that Schopenhauer 
offers “no merely negative account of aesthetic pleasure, but a complex and ultimately af- 
firmative account” (129). Unfortunately, he seems to have changed his mind recently and 
now completely disregards this essential affirmative aspect of Schopenhauer’s doctrine of 
the sublime. While in the former article he still justly stressed the close link between 
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, he now asserts that only Kant and Nietzsche offer “affirma- 
tive” accounts of the sublime and that, “given Nietzsche’s later dismissal of 
Schopenhauer’s aesthetics ... , we should not expect him to be drawn to Schopenhauer’s 
account of the sublime.” See Guyer, “The German Sublime After Kant,” 115. This seems 
to me to be utterly misguided, for while Nietzsche dismisses Schopenhauer’s all too moral 
interpretation of the effect of tragedy, his treatment in The Birth of Tragedy of the Apol- 
lonian and Dionysian and his emphasis on transcending individuality and joyfully identify- 
ing with the primal unity of reality clearly build on Schopenhauer’s affirmative account of 
the sublime. 


(20.) For an alternative to Schopenhauer’s theory of the sublime, see chapter 5 of my The 
Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy. 


(21.) See, most notably, Sandra Shapshay, “Schopenhauer’s Transformation of the Kant- 
ian Sublime” and “The Problem with the Problem of Tragedy: Schopenhauer’s Solution 
Revisited,” British Journal of Aesthetics 52 (2012), 17-32; Julian Young, “Death and Trans- 
figuration: Kant, Schopenhauer and Heidegger on the Sublime,” Inquiry 48 (2005), 131- 
44, 


(22.) Guyer, “Pleasure and Knowledge in Schopenhauer’s Aesthetics,” 129. 


(23.) Brady, The Sublime in Modern Philosophy, 83. On the same page, she also contends 
that Kant “is not arguing for a dominion of humans over nature.” It depends on what is 
exactly meant by “dominion” here. Obviously, Kant does not contend that we ought to 
spoil nature or behave disrespectfully toward it, but he does argue that the sublime mani- 
fests a dominion of practical reason over nature, and practical reason is a capacity pos- 
sessed by human beings—a capacity, which allows us (to speak Kant’s idiom) to make use 
of nature’s power to express the infinite superiority of our own rationality. See also Guy- 
er, “The German Sublime after Kant,” 112. 
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(24.) Interestingly, the “constant struggle” of “saintly people” with their wills parallels the 
violent struggle with the will in the aesthetically sublime. See WWR1)p), 391. From this 
does not follow, however, that “we thus have reason to question whether Schopenhauer 
has really left the rational spontaneity view behind,” as Sandra Shapshay nevertheless 
claims. See Sandra Shapshay, “Schopenhauer’s Early Fourfold Root and the Ghost of 
Kantian Freedom,” in Schopenhauer’s Fourfold Root, edited by Jonathan Head and Dennis 
Vanden Auweele (New York: Routledge, 2017), 91. Schopenhauer does not describe nor 
defend some kind of (neo-)Kantian rational freedom which comprises liberating reason 
from the influence of inclinations, but a somehow more radical possibility; namely, of 
wholly transcending our will-to-life by contemplating the beautiful and the sublime and of 
abolishing will-to-life altogether through asceticism. 


(25.) I have developed this line of thought in more detail in chapter 5 of The Sublime in 
Schopenhauer’s Philosophy. 


(26.) See The Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy, 171-76. 


(27.) Schopenhauer’s doctrine hence prefigures Nietzsche’s account of Dionysian plea- 
sure in tragedy. See Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy and Other Writings, edited 
by Raymond Geuss and Ronald Speirs, translated by Ronald Speirs (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1999), especially in The Birth of Tragedy, §17, 80-85. 


(28.) Compare with Nietzsche’s famous reference to Heraclitus’ image of the playing 
child-god in The Birth of Tragedy, §24, 114. 


Bart Vandenabeele 


Bart Vandenabeele is Professor of Aesthetics and Philosophy of Art at Ghent Univer- 
sity, Belgium. His research interests include (the history of) aesthetics, Schopen- 
hauer, Nietzsche, Kant, and post-Kantian philosophy. He is the author of The Sublime 
in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy (Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) and the editor of A Com- 
panion to Schopenhauer (Wiley-Blackwell, 2012). He is a member of the international 
advisory board of the Schopenhauer-Gesellschaft, past Vice-Chair of the Philosophy 
of Communication Section of European Communication Conference (ECREA), and 
past Vice-President of the Dutch Association of Aesthetics. 


Page 19 of 19 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Metaphysics of Music 


Schopenhauer and the Metaphysics of Music a 


Paul Gordon 
The Oxford Handbook of Schopenhauer 
Edited by Robert L. Wicks 


Print Publication Date: Apr 2020 
Subject: Philosophy, History of Western Philosophy (Post-Classical) 
Online Publication Date: May 2020 DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190660055.013.15 


Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter explains Schopenhauer’s insistence on the metaphysical importance of art 
and, especially, music. Plato’s “greatest mistake,” according to Schopenhauer, was in con- 
demning the inherent fluidity and contradictoriness of art rather than elevating it to the 
highest expression of the metaphysical Will, and it was this view of art that also led 
Schopenhauer to declare music, which is the least objective of all the arts, as the highest 
expression of metaphysical Being. After examining Schopenhauer’s redefinition of the 
Platonic Idea and Kant’s supersensible thing—in-itself as Will we will apply these notions 
to Schopenhauer’s elevation of art in general and music in particular. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, metaphysics, absolute, music, Plato, art 


One becomes more of a philosopher the more one becomes a musician. 
—Nietzsche 


Of the four symphonic “movements” that constitute, according to Thomas Mann, The 
World as Will and Representation, this chapter focuses on the rather wordily titled Book 
III: “The World as Representation Second Aspect: The Representation Independent of the 
Principle of Sufficient Reason: The Platonic Idea: The Object of Art” and, in particular, on 
the climactic discussion of music (WWR1)/pj, 255-67). However, it is impossible to discuss 
Schopenhauer’s view of art in general and music in particular as metaphysical being 
without first explaining his famous redefinition of Kant’s supersensible thing-in itself 
(eine Sache an sich) as Will and his redefinition of the Platonic Idea mentioned promi- 
nently in Book III’s subtitle. 


Schopenhauer referred to his redefinition of the Kantian “thing in-itself” in terms of the 
Will as his most important idea: “In 1836 ... I already published the really essential sup- 
plement to this book, which contains the most characteristic and important step of my 
philosophy, namely the transition from the phenomenon to the thing-in-itself, given up by 
Kant as impossible” (WWR2)/p), 191). There are thus two “wills” in Schopenhauer, the 
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more obvious one being the temporal reality of our subjective striving that is governed by 
the “principle of sufficient reason” as the limited truth of our own immediate needs and 
concerns. But while this “reality principle” of our constantly striving will only appears to 
us through the temporally limited experiences of our everyday reality, there is another, 
original Will that can never know itself as such, for it knows only what it knows objective- 
ly at any given moment: “Time is merely the spread-out and piecemeal view that an indi- 
vidual being has of the Ideas. These are outside time, and consequently ©. 257) 

eternal” (WWR1)p), 176). As Sophia Vasalou notes: “driven by the needs and desires of 
our embodied existence, what we know is always particular things in particular times and 
places, and how these affect us or impact on our self-interest. This road, which I must 
take for work, this tree ... Schopenhauer’s claim was that this mode of interested knowl- 
edge could be overcome.”! 


Here we see that, under special circumstances, it is possible to both be the Will as well as 
to stand outside it, albeit with the equally necessary caveat that such Platonic Ideas— 
whether through the representations of philosophy (WWRI1, Book I) or art (WWR1, Book 
III)—stand “outside time” and are consequently eternal, rather than being mere objective 
‘ideas” or lesser works of art that do not really represent the Will since they are trapped 
within it. In his introduction to a recent volume on Schopenhauer and art, Dale Jacquette 
notes how aesthetic contemplation provided Schopenhauer with a way of accessing the 
metaphysical Will while, at the same, allowing us to understand art. 


Aesthetic contemplation induces a silencing of the individual will, without which 
the intellect cannot be receptive to the Platonic forms embodied in nature and art. 
This ability Schopenhauer insists is reserved for a gifted minority. To stand en- 
thralled before a magnificent artwork or natural scene is at least briefly to lose 
oneself, and to enter a state of relative will-less admiration of form, in which the 
slightest taint of desire or striving disqualifies the experience as truly aesthetic. 
The artist, then, is first and foremost a knower, someone with a distinctive albeit 
nonrepresentational imagination-enhanced knowledge of Platonic Ideas acquired 
by sensory experience of the world as idea.” 


Given Vassalou’s and Jacquette’s reference to Platonic Ideas, as well as the subtitle of 
Book III of The World as Will and Representation (“The Representation Independent of 
the Principle of Sufficient Reason: The Platonic Idea: The Object of Art”), we will now 
turn to the second question posed earlier concerning Schopenhauer’s redefinition of the 
Platonic Idea as art. Our ordinary view of things, which is governed by the aforemen- 
tioned principle of sufficient reason, is perfectly “sufficient” for our everyday needs in 
taking, as it were, “snapshots” that we can then substitute for reality, but such static im- 
ages do not give us their true nature or underlying Reason (Vernunft; Schopenhauer thus 
redefines Kantian Verstand as less “necessary” than Reason’s less necessary truths!). 
Schopenhauer is drawn to Plato’s philosophical Ideas as an attempt to replace these 
merely sufficient truths with necessary ones that do represent reality “in itself,” but as 
the “Third Man” argument of Aristotle? and others have argued, Plato’s Ideas, insofar as 
they are concepts, are in reality no more necessary than the merely sufficient truths they 
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would replace, and they are certainly not reality “in itself.” As Paul Lauxtermann notes, 
Schopenhauer’s version of Plato’s “Ideas are not to be conflated with concepts (Begriffe). 
Idea is original unity fallen apart owing to the forms of space and time of our perceptive 
apprehension (unitas ante rem).”4 This distinction between Ideas as concepts and the 
Idea as original “oneness” is important in light of Schopenhauer’s reference to Ideas as 
lesser “levels of the objectification of will” that are more evident in, say, the plastic arts, 
and the Idea as “will itself,” which is expressed in music.° 


(p. 258) Art, the very thing that Plato rejects as merely part of the ever-changing world of 
appearances, is thereby in a position to solve the “Third Man” difficulty and to represent 
the very thing-in-itself that Plato’s Ideas fail to capture. It is for this reason that Schopen- 
hauer embraces the idea of the Idea while, at the same time, redefining it in the very aes- 
thetic terms that Plato seemingly rejected. 


I say “seemingly” because I would like to consider a text where Plato himself redefines 
the Platonic Idea in terms that prefigure Schopenhauer’s and that challenge his so-called 
rejection of art’s importance, metaphysical or otherwise. Diotima’s speech in the Sympo- 
sium constitutes the philosophical center of Plato’s most formally refined dialogue about 
love/beauty (beauty is defined as the object of love, and love as the pursuit of beauty), 
and the philosophical center of that speech is where Diotima—as opposed to Socrates 
who, according to his mentor, may or may not be capable of understanding this speech— 
attempts to describe “a beauty whose nature is marvelous indeed” [ti thaumaston ten 
phusin kalon], the absolute truth toward which all lesser forms of knowledge aspire. 


The man who has been guided thus far in the mysteries of love ... will suddenly 
(hapnos) have revealed to him ...a beauty whose nature is marvelous indeed ... 
This is the right way of approaching or being initiated into the mysteries of love, 
to begin with examples of beauty in this world, and using them as steps to ascend 
continually with that absolute beauty as one’s aim, from one instance of physical 
beauty to two and from two to all, then from physical beauty to moral beauty, and 
from moral beauty to the beauty of knowledge, until from knowledge of various 
kinds one arrives at the supreme knowledge whose sole object is that absolute 
beauty, and knows at last what absolute beauty is, viz., kai gn6é auto teleutén ho 
esti kalon.® 


Notwithstanding Plato’s—as opposed to Diotima’s—famous rejection of art, it is there that 
one “suddenly” finds the highest form of beauty (Diotima insists on this adverbial qualifi- 
er) “whose sole object is absolute beauty”—beauty that is absolute, eternal, unchanging, 
and perfect in itself. For although Diotima makes a point of excluding all objects from this 
realm, be they intellectual or corporeal (“Nor again will this beauty appear to him like the 
beauty of a face or hands or anything else corporeal”’), the art “object” which, as Kant, 
New Criticism, and others have all argued, is no object at all, perfectly fits Diotima’s de- 
scription of a sphere of absolute ideas (the same, I would argue, as Kant’s “aesthetic 
ideas”). Indeed, Bart Vandenabeele claims that music, in particular, corresponds best to 
the ultimate, absolute form of beauty Diotima describes: “In his account of the value of 
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music, however, Schopenhauer comes closer to Plato’s description of the experience of 
beauty, since enjoying music is really rejoicing in being part of being itself.”® 


And so, when Schopenhauer insists that Plato’s “greatest mistake” was in excluding art 
from the realm of absolute ideas, and thus from any metaphysical importance, he is, in 
fact, merely agreeing with Socrates’s mentor against her seemingly befuddled student. 


(p. 259) 


But now, what kind of knowledge is it that considers what continues to exist out- 
side and independently of all relations, but which alone is really essential to the 
world, the true content of its phenomena, that which is subject to no change, and 
is therefore known with equal truth for all time, in a word, the Ideas that are the 
immediate and adequate objectivity of the thing-in-itself, of the will? It is art, the 
work of genius. (WWR1)p), 184) 


Although Schopenhauer does not, in this redefinition of art as the Platonic Idea, refer to 
the Symposium, further evidence of his having been influenced by that particular dia- 
logue is found in his statement that “the transition that is possible, but to be regarded on- 
ly as an exception, from the common knowledge of particular things to knowledge of the 
Idea takes place suddenly [plotzlich], since knowledge tears itself free from the service of 
the will precisely by the subject’s ceasing to be merely individual, and being now a pure 
will-less subject of knowledge” (WWR1)p), 178). Note, in particular, Schopenhauer’s insis- 
tence, which repeats Diotima’s, that the shift from our ordinary understanding of things 
under the domination of the principle of sufficient reason to absolute knowledge of Being 
in-itself occurs “suddenly.” In light of Schopenhauer’s definition of the ordinarily persis- 
tent principle of sufficient reason their—Diotima’s and Schopenhauer’s—insistence on the 
“suddenness” of such “knowledge” is important, for, since the aesthetic Idea is not an ob- 
ject (Kant repeatedly insists upon this), it can only appear “suddenly,” and, for the same 
reason, disappear just as quickly. 


So, how is it possible to represent something that, in the words of Diotima, is “absolute 
beauty in its essence, pure and unalloyed”? Schopenhauer states: “It is certain that, if it 
is possible for us to raise ourselves from knowledge of particular things to that of the 
Ideas, this can happen only by a change taking place in the subject. Such a change is 
analogous and corresponds to that great change of the whole nature of the object, and by 
virtue of it the subject, in so far as it knows an Idea, is no longer individual” (WWR1)p), 
176). He goes on to describe this “change taking place in the subject,” and thus also in 
“the whole nature of the object,” in terms of the aesthetic disinterestedness described by 
Kant: “If all these [interested] relations were eliminated, the objects also would have dis- 
appeared for knowledge” (WWR1)p), 177). Warhol’s famous soup can, for example, accom- 
plishes this by taking an ordinary object and completely removing it from its ordinariness, 
thereby freeing the “object” from any previous recognizable relationship, including that 
of its own existence.9 Or, to use Schopenhauer’s own example of this new relationship be- 
tween subject and object, 


Page 4 of 14 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Metaphysics of Music 


Now, as a rule, knowledge remains subordinate to the service of the will, as in- 
deed it came into being for this service; in fact, it sprang from the will, so to 
speak, as the head from the trunk. With the animals, this subjection of knowledge 
to the will can never be eliminated. With human beings, such elimination appears 
only as an exception, as will shortly be considered in more detail [viz., in art]. This 
distinction between man and animal is outwardly expressed by the difference in 
the relation of head to trunk. In the lower animals both are still deformed; in all, 
the head is .260) directed to the ground, where the object of the will lie. Even in 
the higher animals, head and trunk are still far more one than in man, whose head 
seems freely set on to the body, only carried by the body and not serving it. This 
human superiority is exhibited in the highest degree by the Apollo Belvedere. The 
head of the god of the Muses, with eyes looking far afield, stands so freely on the 
shoulders that it seems to be wholly delivered from the body, and no longer sub- 
ject to its cares. (WWR1)/p), 177-8, emphasis added) 


This is not said, as readers of Schopenhauer know full well, to the detriment of our ani- 

mal friends; it merely points to the essential difference between interestedness and the 

disinterested “contemplation” (also a Kantian notion) that sees nothing in particular but 
everything in its higher reality—precisely the Idea as opposed to any object, or idea, as 

such. 


Schopenhauer’s indebtedness to Kant’s groundbreaking (and often misunderstood!°) no- 
tion of aesthetic disinterestedness is often overlooked entirely or, what is worse, given on- 
ly passing reference by his critics, as is his repeated insistence on “contemplation,” which 
Kant had already defined as the essential mode, or mood, of aesthetic disinterestedness. 
With regard to the “sudden” appearance of the Idea mentioned earlier, Schopenhauer 
adds: “Such a subject of knowledge no longer follows relations in accordance with the 
Principle of Sufficient Reason; on the contrary, it rests in fixed contemplation of the ob- 
ject presented to it out of its connexion with any other, and rises into this” (WWR1)p}, 

178) and, a page later: “Now in such contemplation, the particular thing at one stroke be- 
comes the Idea of its species, and the perceiving individual becomes the pure subject of 
knowing.” As this is Schopenhauer’s explanation of the “aesthetic absolute,”!! the eleva- 
tion of the aesthetic “object” to the status of metaphysical Being, it is worth pausing to 
contemplate this essential idea further. 


Both Kant and Schopenhauer describe the proper attunement to art as “contemplation” 
because it is, so to speak, a state of “intellectual intuition” (intellektuale Anschauung) in 
which the spectator sees or hears the “object” as it really is, not as it is seen or heard by 
the noncontemplating individual.'* What is seen or heard in a state of aesthetic contem- 
plation is not the object one is seeing or the sound one is hearing but, rather, a moment 
outside time in which the object is freed from its objectivity and, correspondingly, the 
subject is freed from her subjectivity. This “exceptional” state resembles thinking, but it is 
pure thinking rather than thinking about something in particular. It is linked to the ab- 
solute “thing-in-itself,” the very absolute described by Diotima, because it is necessarily 
infinite rather than finite or, in Schelling’s words, the “infinite finitely displayed.” !° It is 
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thus that Schopenhauer redefines the art “object,” the “aesthetic Idea,” as the very em- 
bodiment of the “eternal, unchanging” Idea described by Diotima: 


We may take this opportunity to mention yet another point on which our theory of 
Ideas differs widely from that of Plato. Thus he teaches (Republic, X) that the ob- 
ject which art aims at expressing, the prototype of painting and poetry, is not the 
Idea, .261) but the individual thing. The whole of our discussion so far maintains 
the very opposite, and Plato’s opinion is the less likely to lead us astray, as it is the 
source of one of the greatest and best known errors of that great man, namely of 
his disdain and rejection of art, especially of poetry. (WWR1)p), 212) 


Rather than tempering Schopenhauer’s comments I would go even further in pointing to 
Plato’s “error” as largely responsible for a devaluing of art that, despite subsequent argu- 
ments that “maintain the very opposite” by Nietzsche, Heidegger, and others, continues 
to inform—or rather, deform—our understanding not only of art but, indeed, of knowledge 
itself. When Diotima describes the highest state of Being in surprisingly sensory terms 
that make of its participant “a god, if that is possible,” we may further our understanding 
of this exceptional state by claiming that, in the experience of fine art in general and mu- 
sic in particular, we experience exactly that. For Schopenhauer himself, this exalted rela- 
tionship between art, music, and Being is stated in the beautiful conclusion of the second 
version of Book III, where he states: “Perhaps someone or other might take offence at the 
fact that music, which indeed often spiritually exalts us to such an extent that we might 
believe that it speaks of other and better worlds than our own ... really only flatters the 
will for life ... expressing its satisfaction and gratification. The following passage from the 
Vedas may serve to still such doubts: ‘And Anandsroup, which is a form of joy, they [also] 
call the Great Soul, because wherever there is joy it is part of its joy’” (WWR2,ac), 514). 


15.1 The Metaphysics of Music 


We will now attempt to demonstrate the truth of Schopenhauer’s view of art in general 
and music in particular as the “Idea.” Although Philip Alperson has argued that Schopen- 
hauer “fails in his main aim—to show that musical experience provides us with a unique 
kind of revelation,”!4 I hope to show that this “failure” is rather the failure to understand 
the “unique kind of revelation” that art and music provide. As Alperson himself notes in 
this quotation from Schopenhauer, it is imperative that we recognize the different sort of 
“object” with which we are dealing before dismissing it as inadequate in ordinary, objec- 
tive terms: “These Platonic Ideas lie outside the sphere of knowledge available to us in 
our normal world of experience. However, they can become an object of knowledge in 
aesthetic contemplation. In aesthetic contemplation, one steeps oneself in the disinterest- 
ed perception of an object and the contemplated object passes out of the relations of the 
principle of sufficient reason to reveal Platonic Ideas.”!° 


It is impossible to read these words without realizing the profound agreement between 
Schopenhauer’s view of “aesthetic contemplation” and Kant’s, and we would again point 
to Schopenhauer’s inheritance of Kant’s important notion (the first @. 262) “Moment” of 
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the Analytic of the Beautiful) that art has nothing to do with the “interested” object or, in- 
deed, with any object as such, as itself a reason for Schopenhauer’s elevation of music. 
That is to say, precisely because music is the least objective of the arts—indeed, it doesn’t 
really exist insofar as it is always already elsewhere in time—Schopenhauer turns the 
usual devalorization of music by Aristotle!® and others on its head. (If, as Nathan Roten- 
streich notes, Kant also devalued music, then this is less damning given that “Music, ac- 
cording to Kant, advances from sensations to indefinite ideas while other art advances 
from definite ideas to sensation.”!”) And yet one must not take Schopenhauer’s rankings 
of the various arts, and his elevation of music, too seriously, for music is merely quantita- 
tively, not qualitatively different from the other arts, which are also nonobjective repre- 
sentations of the metaphysical will: “For, at the moment when, torn from the will, we have 
given ourselves up to pure, will-less knowing we have stepped into another world, so to 
speak, where everything that moves our will, and thus violently agitates us, no longer ex- 
ists” (WWR1)p}, 197, emphasis added). The Platonic Idea as art “object” is thus both the 
highest expression of the will and the least will-full because it sees (or hears) itself rather 
than continuing to exist under the sway of a principle of sufficient reason that separates 
the subject from its object: “Then, as pure subject of knowing, delivered from the miser- 
able self, we become entirely one with those objects” (WWR1)p), 199). In this respect, mu- 
sic is no different from any of the other arts: “we are no longer the individual; that is for- 
gotten; we are only pure subject of knowledge. We are only that one eye of the 

world” (WWR1)p}, 198). As Paul Guyer notes: “This implies, first, that responding to a 


piece of music need not involve or invoke the individual will of the particular listener.” !® 


To the extent that one exists in the world as a separate will-full subject, one is also sepa- 
rate from “that blessedness of will-less perception which spreads so wonderful a charm 
over the past” (WWR1)p), 198). Schopenhauer’s passing reference to a “remembrance of 
things past” among his examples of aesthetic will-less representation is important for our 
understanding of his reverence for music because, just as music bears no relation to our 
will as such but only to its representation, so the past can become a vehicle for such will- 
less representation provided that it is purged of its own reality. This, one imagines, was 
the inspiration for Nietzsche’s famous statement, made when he was still under the sway 
of Schopenhauer’s influence, that “the world is to be viewed in aesthetic terms” rather 
than real or moral ones: “Then the world as representation alone remains; the world as 
will has disappeared” (WWR1)p}, 199). 


Just as Schopenhauer refers to art as the “blessedness” of a will-less knowing that re- 
members the past by forgetting it (another notion adopted by Nietzsche), he also refers to 
sight—or rather light and color—as vehicles of the Idea insofar as they, unlike the other 
senses (including hearing), are immune from pleasure and pain and, thus, of willing. Pure 
light and color, as opposed to the objects in which they “inhere,” are like the Idea as op- 
posed to the idea: that is, they have nothing to do with the reality that they illuminate for 
they are illumination as such. Although Schopenhauer’s privileging of sight over sound 
here would seem to contradict his privileging of music over the visual arts later in Book 
III, it would be better to consider this a reminder that it is what the ©. 263) various arts 
have in common—namely, their separation from the senses and willing as such—that mat- 
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ters more than what separates them. I would thus strongly disagree with Philip 
Alperson’s contention that “music is not so much at the top of Schopenhauer’s hierarchy 
of the arts (as some commentators say) as beyond it.”!9 There is, to be sure, a quantita- 
tive difference between the different arts, but as the term itself suggests, there is only 
one “art.” 


This leads to a fundamental question with regard to Schopenhauer’s privileging of music: 
How is it that the medium most closely akin to the will, and most closely associated with 
one of the senses other than the one least associated with the will (sight), is viewed as the 
highest of the will-less forms of representation? With regard to the essential problem of 
whether or how music can possibly embody the Will, it is essential to realize that we are 
not talking about the literal, personal will but, rather, the metaphysical Will that is the 
ground of the former but different. In other words, it is essential to approach music via 
the absolute, metaphysical will as a way of “knowing” the latter, rather than to approach 
music via the will in nonmetaphysical, nonabsolute, personal terms. This is the only way 
that Schopenhauer’s statement that “We could just as well call the world embodied music 
as embodied Will” (WWR1)p}, 262-63) and that, paraphrasing Leibniz, that music is “an 
unconscious exercise in metaphysics in which the mind does not know it is 
philosophizing” (WWR1)p), 264) makes sense, as opposed to Israel Knox’s view that “Mu- 
sic peals forth the metaphysics of our own being the crescendo, the climax, the crises, the 
resolutions, of our own striving impetuosity, peace, and the retardations and accelera- 
tions, the surging and passivity, the power and silence of things”?° 


Schopenhauer is no mere vitalist. Rather, as the “thing-in-itself,” Will is also the supersen- 
sible absolute, the Idea that can never be perceived or known as such because it under- 
lies such ideas as the unity between ourselves and the world, before said absolute is di- 
vided into subject/object, self/other, etc. Understood thus, all art is music that is, more or 
less, frozen in time?!; “more or less” because Schopenhauer ranks the various arts ac- 
cording to their proximity to the pure nonexistent (as such) of music, with architecture 
the lowest, most material grade: “The common aim of all the arts is the unfolding and elu- 
cidation of the Idea expressing itself in the object of every art, of the will objectifying it- 
self at each grade” (252). What painting, for example, gives us “objectively” is really what 
music gives us less objectively—which is why, in the twentieth century in particular but 
even earlier, painters have often described their work in musical terms that border on, 
and even at times become, synesthetic.?? 


Having explained why music represents the will best because it represents the will least 
objectively, we can understand Schopenhauer when he insists that “In it [music] we do 
not recognize the copy, the repetition, of any Idea of the inner nature of the world” and 
yet, on the same page (WWR1)p}, 256), that “we must attribute to music a far more seri- 
ous and profound significance that refers to the innermost being of the world and of our 
own self.” This is because the relation of music to “the innermost being of the world and 
of our own self”—i.e., the absolute—must remain a mystery, the same and different from 
the absolute of which it is the closest avatar. Because music is thus both the highest and 
the lowest of the arts relative to its objectivity and thus comprehensibility ©. 264) 
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Schopenhauer is forced to admit: “I recognize ... that it is essentially impossible to 
demonstrate this explanation, for it assumed and establishes a relation of music as a rep- 
resentation to that which of its essence can never be representation, and claims to regard 
music as the copy of an original that can itself never be directly represented” (WWR1)p}. 
2957, emphasis added). 


He continues: “Therefore music is by no means like the other arts, namely a copy of the 
Ideas, but a copy of the will itself, the objectivity of which are the Ideas.” This is not to say 
that music is the direct expression of our own individual, subjective will. This is to say 
that music is the beginning of the Idea that is then expressed in the other arts and, next, 
in philosophy. Schopenhauer thereby reverses the usual, Platonic order of things in which 
the more “frozen,” objectified understanding is closest to the absolute (Truth). The differ- 
ence between these two views is critical, although clarification of the latter, of how music 
is the “immediate objectification and copy of the whole will as the world itself is” is not 
readily apparent. 


Since, by Schopenhauer’s own admission, it is “essentially impossible” to explain literally 
how music represents the absolute will of the world, “Schopenhauer must decide: either 
he can stop writing about music altogether or he can continue to write indirectly. He 
chooses the latter.”*2 Schopenhauer thus proffers a famously and explicitly “analogical” 
explanation that may serve as a catachresis—a necessarily metaphorical explanation of 
that which cannot be explained literally—of how this works: “However, in my view ... 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy of music can be interpreted as a deliberately unfitting, and 
hence, if successful, a perfectly fitting, monument to the musical art. ... Like Augustine, 
but more explicitly like Aquinas, Schopenhauer demonstrates the use to which arguments 
by analogy ... can be put if philosophers are to say anything about that which, in the 
strictly philosophical terms of rational explanation, cannot be spoken about.”24 


In her insightful recent book on Schopenhauer, Sophia Vasalou argues that 
Schopenhauer’s metaphysics is essentially aesthetic (a standpoint copied by the early Ni- 
etzsche) and, as such, cannot be expressed literally: “The appeal of traditional forms of 
rational persuasion, as already mentioned, was hard to surrender. ... One may thus pick 
up on the remarkable note of defeat that Schopenhauer would elsewhere strike when 
struggling to communicate particular philosophical insights.”?° Indeed, before one dis- 
misses this figurative description in the name of a more literal but nonexistent “explana- 
tion,” one should also ask oneself: what IS music? What does explain the existence of, say, 
Mozart’s Fortieth Symphony in G minor, or Chet Baker’s “My Funny Valentine,” or Billie 
Holiday’s “Strange Fruit,” or Muddy Waters’s “Long Distance Call”? Indeed, we have, all 
of us, listened to music for so long, not only individually but collectively as a species, that 
we must begin by acknowledging that we don’t really understand the thing that we think 
we most readily understand—the mystery of music. So, let us listen to Schopenhauer de- 
spite his own caveat, a caveat that itself serves as a caveat to dismissing such a descrip- 
tion. 


Page 9 of 14 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Metaphysics of Music 


With all these caveats in mind, I would like to modify Schopenhauer’s own figurative de- 
scription with slightly different ones, keeping in mind that these are not necessarily 

(p. 265) better figures but merely serve to drive home Schopenhauer’s meaning, the 
“tenor” of his slightly different “vehicle.” Instead of speaking of the mass of the earth as 
the “ground-bass” of our planetary existence from which melody, “high notes” emerge as 
the beginning of the objectification of the will (“Further, in the whole of the ripienos that 
produce the harmony, between the bass and the leading voice singing the melody, I recog- 
nize the whole gradation of the Ideas in which the will objectifies itself” [WWR1)p}, 258]), 
think of the relation of the folk or blues singer to the instrument that accompanies her or 
him. The “ground-bass” in that case may be replaced by a guitar, which provides both the 
bass accompaniment as well as the accompanying chords. Think, for example, of the leg- 
endary folk singer, Bob Dylan. As Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and others have written, the 
“words” of a song are not the song but only its further objectification, and not a very good 
one at that, for the song is the words and the music together, not one nor the other. Lyrics 
emerge from the music as both different and the same from the “ground bass” of the mu- 
sic, and, according to Schopenhauer, the melody/lyrics are an expression, not of some ob- 
jective idea but, rather, of the perfect harmony between the guitar accompaniment 
(Schopenhauer’s “ground-bass”) and the melody that emerges from that, and the words 
that emerge from that. 


Although artists themselves know full well that this is a continuum, the more literal-mind- 
ed spectators often separate these various parts into their constituent elements, never re- 
alizing that by doing so they have lost track of the very thing they hope to explain. But, 
following Schopenhauer’s insistence on the connection between such music and the ab- 
solute will of the world, one must rather acknowledge the “metaphysical” nature of such 
music in rejoining us to our origins—hence the importance, everywhere acknowledged 
since Telemachus first insisted upon it in the Odyssey, of “originality” in art. 


The same can be said of Mozart’s Fortieth Symphony, where the melody emerges out of 
—“in concert with”—the strings’ opening ostinato. The memorable melody might seem to 
leave the rhythmic opening behind, but that is surely not the case. However, the fact that 
we think this is the case is important, for it is part of a common pattern of excluding the 
very “ground-bass” without which the melody, the first objectification of the will, would 
not exist. This is the “metaphysics of music”: the emergence of something out of a “noth- 
ing” which is the underlying reality of that something. This differs from but resembles the 
emergence of thought out of the unconscious, for, in becoming conscious of an idea, as 
opposed to hearing a melody, we are even more inclined to dismiss the underlying un-con- 
scious and thereby attenuate, or lose altogether, the underlying will which music express- 
es more fully. 


In other words, music is the essence of what in the phenomenal world is mere appear- 
ance, although, to the extent to which that phenomenal world appears objectively in a po- 
em or in a painting of seemingly recognizable objects, those other arts can represent that 
essence less directly. Metaphor, which moves in time if it is a “living,” poetic metaphor 
and thereby eschews any singular objectivity, is a good example of this musical essence of 
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things, which is why, as the founder of New Criticism I. A. Richards once stated that this 
metaphorical/musical essence is the truth of all important matters like . 266) religion, 
ontology, and of course art itself in all its forms.*° “As a result of all this,” says Schopen- 
hauer, “we can regard the phenomenal world, or nature, and music as two different ex- 
pressions of the same thing ... we could just as well call the world embodied music as em- 
bodied will” (WWR1)/pj, 262-3). The Idea, it turns out, is that music and the phenomenal 
world only exist to the extent that it express that musical essence. 


It is because of this identification of the innermost essence of the world with art in gener- 
al and music in particular that Schopenhauer states that music expresses “a paradise 
quite familiar and yet eternally remote” (WWR1)p), 264). Most would doubtless agree that 
music is the expression of a certain “paradise,” but Schopenhauer goes on to describe 
this paradise as “eternally remote” because it is our world and yet, in reality, not our 
world at all. For it is the expression not of who we are in reality nor, for that matter, any 
reality as such, but of who we were before our concept-/consciousness-ridden language 
grew into our ascendancy as adults (if ascendancy it can be called). In this respect, one 
encounters further connections between Schopenhauer and Freud (the one philosopher 
Freud acknowledged as an influence) insofar as Freud, too, identified paradise and all its 
“golden age” avatars with an infantile “Unconscious” that would later become the model 
of all art.2” 


In the final pages of Book III, Schopenhauer adds the tantalizing statement that “suppos- 
ing we succeeded in giving a perfectly accurate and complete explanation of music,” such 
“would also be at once a sufficient repetition and explanation of the world in concepts, or 
one wholly corresponding thereto, and hence the true philosophy” (WWR1)p}, 264). 
Schopenhauer himself calls this a “paradox,” thereby demonstrating that he is fully aware 
of the contradictory nature of such an explanation “of the world in concepts”; and yet, 
this leaves open the possibility of such an explanation in other terms, such as those prof- 
fered by Nietzsche, Freud, Heidegger, and others. Indeed, a more complete understand- 
ing of music such as Schopenhauer describes has begun to appear on the horizon of cer- 
tain contemporary philosophers, such as Jean-Luc Nancy, whose notion of listening (as op- 
posed to hearing) promises further progress in this regard.*® In the words of 
Schopenhauer’s student quoted at the beginning of this chapter, “One becomes more of a 
philosopher the more one becomes a musician.” 


Further Reading 
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Notes: 


(1.) Sophia Vasalou, Schopenhauer and the Aesthetic Standpoint (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), 24. 


(2.) Dale Jacquette, “Schopenhauer’s Metaphysics of Appearance and Will in the Philoso- 
phy of Art,” in Schopenhauer, Philosophy and the Arts, edited by Dale Jacquette (Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 11. 


(3.) See Metaphysics 990b17-1079a13, 1039a2. 


(4.) PR F Lauxtermann, Schopenhauer’s Broken World-View (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 2000), 241. 


(5.) “Because music does not, like all the other arts, depict the Ideas, or levels of the ob- 
jectification of will, but immediately will itself” (WWR2,,c}, 505). 


(6.) The Symposium, translated by W. Hamilton (London: Penguin Books, 1951), 93. Note 
Plato’s use of ti thaumaston, “something wonderous,” which Plato described as the start- 
ing point of all philosophy. 


(7.) Ibid., 93. 


(8.) Bart Vandenabeele, The Sublime in Schopenhauer’s Philosophy (Houndmills, Bas- 
ingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 150. 


(9.) This is attested to by Warhol’s supposed response to someone who declared “I could 
have done that”: “But, you didn’t!” 


(10.) For example, see Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of 
Taste (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984). 


(11.) See my recent study of Art as the Absolute: The Relation of Art to Metaphysics in 
Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel and Schopenhauer (New York: Bloomsbury, 2015). 
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(12.) Schopenhauer’s contemptuous rejection of the term “intellectual intuition” was an 
obvious attempt to distance himself from “the period of pseudo-philosophy between Kant 
and myself” (WWR2,acj, 330) and from the false identification of this notion with any kind 
of cognition rather than a rejection of the aesthetic importance of this idea. 


(13.) System of Transcendental Idealism (1800), translated by Peter Heath (Char- 
lottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1978), 225. 


(14.) Philip Alperson, “Schopenhauer and Musical Revelation,” Journal of Aesthetics and 
Art Criticism 40 (Winter 1981), 155. 


(15.) Ibid., 156. The author’s main thesis is that “Schopenhauer, however, wants to have it 
both ways: he wants to say that musical revelation is otherwise ineffable and yet he wants 
to philosophize about it. But in the final analysis, Schopenhauer fails to demonstrate that 
music reveals or provides insight into a transcendental reality (and does this in a way or 
to a degree unparalleled by the other arts). Schopenhauer’s theory of musical revelation 
cannot be justifiably maintained” (162). 


Respectfully, the kind of “revelation” that music provides is “justifiably maintained” every 
time we listen. “The claim to revelation is empty” (169) only insofar as all art, like Being 
itself, is “empty” of the sort of objectivity that, as Kant demonstrates, is completely irrele- 
vant to art. 


(16.) Aristotle, one will recall, ranked music as the next to least important of the six ele- 
ments of tragedy. 


(17.) Nathan Rotenstreich, “Schopenhauer on Beauty and Ontology,” in Schopenhauer, 
Philosophy and the Arts, 152. 


(18.) Paul Guyer, “Pleasure and Knowledge in Schopenhauer’s Aesthetics” in Schopen- 
hauer, Philosophy and the Arts, 127. 


(19.) Alperson, “Schopenhauer and Musical Revelation,” 157. 


(20.) Israel Knox, “Schopenhauer’s Aesthetic Theory,” in Schopenhauer—His Philosophi- 
cal Achievement, edited by Michael Fox (Sussex: The Harvester Press, 1980), 144. 


(21.) Although Jacquette states that “Schopenhauer renounces Goethe’s image of archi- 
tecture as frozen music” (Schopenhauer, Philosophy and the Arts, 19), one won't get very 
far contradicting Goethe, and even less far in arguing that Schopenhauer (as well as oth- 
er German artists and intellectuals) contradicted Goethe. The only thing made clear in 
the passage quoted to demonstrate this “renunciation” is that Schopenhauer viewed ar- 
chitecture, which is the most “useful” and thus unaesthetic of the arts, as a lesser medi- 
um. Indeed, in this passage (WWR2,ac}, 511), it is clear that architecture as the frozen 
music reported by Eckermann is good as far as it goes; that is, as an analogy (“a kind of 
frozen music”) which, given Schopenhauer’s extensive use of same, is hardly to be reject- 
ed as such. 
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(22.) Shehira Doss-Davezac (“Schopenhauer according to the Symbolists: The Philosophi- 
cal Roots of Late Nineteenth-Century French Aesthetic Theory,” in Schopenhauer, Philos- 
ophy and the Arts, 249-76) describes Schopenhauer’s enormous influence on Baudelaire 
and the Symbolists which included, but certainly not limited to, his privileging of music: 
“The identification of the arts with music rather than with words was to become the leit- 
motif of Symbolist, Decadent and Synthetist art. ... [Symbolist theories] were developed 
further by Kandinsky and Klee, and later by the Abstract Expressionists, who experiment- 
ed with painting so as to find how best to express in Schopenhauer’s words ‘joy and sor- 
row ... to a certain extent in the abstract’ ” (273). I would also add that Baudelaire and 
the Symbolists were equally renowned for their interests in synesthesia. I discuss this and 
similar matters in my book on Synaesthetics: Art as Synaesthesia (New York: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2020). 


(23.) Lydia Goehr, “Schopenhauer and the Musicians,” Schopenhauer, Philosophy and the 
Arts, 209. 


(24.) Ibid., 201. 
(25.) Vasalou, Schopenhauer and the Aesthetic Standpoint, 117. 


(26.) “To this world belongs everything about which civilized man cares most ... poetry is 
a central and typical denizen of this world.” I. A. Richards, Practical Criticism (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace Jovanovich, 1929), 5. 


(27.) This psychoanalytical view of art is expressed beautifully in the title as well as the 
substance of Sarah Kofman’s study of Freud, Lenfance de Il’art (The Childhood of Art, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1988). 


(28.) Jean-Luc Nancy, Listening, translated by Charlotte Mandell (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2007). 


Paul Gordon 


Paul Gordon is Professor of Comparative Literature/Humanities at the University of 
Colorado, Boulder. Earlier work includes numerous essays and books on Nietzsche 
(Rapturous Superabundance: Tragedy after Nietzsche, University of Illinois Press, 
2001), Freud and Hitchcock (Dial “M” for Mother, Fairleigh Dickenson Press, 2009). 
His most recent book was a study of Art as the Absolute: Art’s Relation to Meta- 
physics in Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel and Schopenhauer (Bloomsbury Press, 
2015). Synaesthetics: Art as Synaesthesia (Bloomsbury, in press). 


Page 14 of 14 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Moral Philosophy: Responding to Senselessness 


Schopenhauer’s Moral Philosophy: Responding to 
Senselessness 3 

Robert Guay 

The Oxford Handbook of Schopenhauer 

Edited by Robert L. Wicks 


Print Publication Date: Apr 2020 
Subject: Philosophy, History of Western Philosophy (Post-Classical) 
Online Publication Date: May 2020 DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190660055.013.16 


Abstract and Keywords 


Schopenhauer claims that his understanding of morality identifies and preserves its es- 
sential content as it is shared among various philosophical, religious, and cultural tradi- 
tions. Indeed, he seems to argue that only by rooting moral value, virtue, and responsibili- 
ty as he does in compassion and beneficence can a satisfactory account of morality be 
given. At the same time, however, Schopenhauer also insists that no prescriptive account 
of morality can be given: the very idea of a moral rule is spurious, and morality can only 
be approached from a theoretical perspective. In this chapter, the author argues that 
Schopenhauer reconciles this tension between conventional and revisionist strands by 
justifying morality as the appropriate form of responsiveness to the intrinsic senseless- 
ness of existence. Morality, then, is not a rational or strategic pursuit but an expression of 
the correct attitude toward the unavailability of any sensible pursuit; it is practical inso- 
far as it needs to be sustained in order to express the appreciation of metaphysical truth. 
The author then addresses three sets of issues: why compassion is a superior form of re- 
sponsiveness to indifference or arbitrariness, the extent to which this account preserves 
the content of morality as conventionally understood, and the extent to which this ac- 
count enables Schopenhauer to address objections regarding the distinctness of persons, 
the importance of phenomenal concerns, and the possibility of agency. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, morality, meaninglessness, agency, virtue, responsibility 


Moral philosophy always comes with a tension between its traditionalist and its revision- 
ist strands. Without its traditionalism, it risks losing any grasp on its subject matter: since 
the field is not as world-responsive as one might hope, identifying a continuous object of 
inquiry can require staying close to what has already been said. Without its revisionism, 
moral philosophy has little to say. For Schopenhauer, the tension between these two 
strands is particularly intense. Consistent with tradition, he claims to articulate the un- 
derlying, universal core of morality. This has often been obscurely expressed or confound- 
ed in the attempts to link it to its ground, but his own expression of the content of morali- 
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ty is something that “all teachers of morality” (BM, 140) and “all ethical theorists” (BM, 
139) have already agreed upon. At the same time, however, he sweeps aside deontology 
and eudaimonism and replaces them with resignation and quietism; since there is nothing 
worthwhile in phenomenal existence, morality must ultimately refer to its metaphysical 
ground rather than to particular human concerns. Schopenhauer, furthermore, forswears 
the strategies that have been typically adopted to resolve this tension between consensus 
and innovation: he does not try to show that the traditional answers have covertly ap- 
pealed to a highest good, fundamental principle, or hidden source of authority. Tradition 
has instead groped unsteadily toward the truth but has failed to recognize that morality 
depends on something chaotic and groundless outside of itself. 


In this chapter, then, I will examine how Schopenhauer manages this tension not by sur- 
veying the whole of his moral philosophy, but by offering a reconstruction of a central 
philosophical problematic. For Schopenhauer, the basic considerations that run through 
human life are empty, our existence is worthless and incapable of furnishing satisfaction, 
and philosophy is powerless to ameliorate or mitigate this in any way. Indeed, philosophy 
is unsuited even to articulate a demand for improvement, let alone ©. 300) effect change. 
All this raises a question of how there can be any moral philosophy at all. The kinds of 
considerations in terms of which we might understand the demands of morality—welfare, 
the first-person standpoint, agency, perfection—are senseless and unreal. In fact, meta- 
physical insight reveals that the very idea of a prescriptive morality is impossible. The 
problem for Schopenhauer is that, on one hand, offering a genuine philosophical account 
of morality requires identifying it from a “higher metaphysical-ethical standpoint” (PP1,p), 
3),! while having anything informative to say about the proper structuring of human activ- 
ity or the practice of virtue requires an appeal to “morality in the narrower 

sense” (WWR2)p), 589).2 Yet the narrow sense of morality may be so distant from its meta- 
physical ground that it is hard to see how it could be connected. 


What this chapter focuses on, then, is how moral philosophy, in establishing such a con- 
nection, is possible at all. My discussion will neglect many facets of Schopenhauer’s 
moral philosophy, such as his treatments of virtue, responsibility, compassion, character, 
motivation, and holiness. In general, I have little to say about either the specific content 
or the psychological mechanisms involved in morality. There is a good Schopenhauerian 
reason for this neglect, however: nothing in its phenomenal manifestation intrinsically 
matters anyway. Neglecting the particulars also allows for more focus on the overall is- 
sue: how there can be an individual standpoint from which morality is compelling or im- 
portant in some way. The possibility of a moral philosophy depends, minimally, on the co- 
herence of an individual standpoint from which moral concerns can be recognized. And 
for an individual standpoint to be possible, there must be some way in which some end, 
reason, or consideration matters. The difficulty, then, is understanding how moral con- 
cern can be taken seriously when nothing seems to have the importance to sustain it. 


All of this is particular to Schopenhauer, of course, but it also bears a resemblance to a 
common problem in moral philosophy. Moral philosophy often includes a demand to prior- 
itize others’ interests, incorporate others’ ends into one’s own, act on reasons that one 
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does not have, or simply adopt an alien standpoint, whether someone else’s or an imper- 
sonal one. Indeed, the mark of a distinctively moral perspective might be precisely that 
one’s natural standpoint is altered, disrupted, or obliterated. We can thus look at 
Schopenhauer’s treatment of this issue as his extreme approach to a familiar problem: 
how to make sense of a moral standpoint that is at once mandatory and at the same time 
no one’s standpoint at all. If we look at his project in this way, then his aim is for meta- 
physics to clarify whether there can be any such standpoint and, in so doing, to purify 
morality’s essential content so that its significance can be properly appreciated. 


Schopenhauer’s solution, I argue, is that morality consists in the appropriate kind of re- 
sponsiveness to the metaphysical truth about existence. He distinguishes between the 
sense of ethical practices and their meaning and claims that ethical practices, like all hu- 
man affairs, are senseless; there is, accordingly, no way to pursue them well or poorly as 
practices. They do have an ethical significance, however: they can exhibit metaphysical 
insight into the ultimate unreality of individual existence. Morality is thus the appropriate 
form of responsiveness to the intrinsic senselessness of existence; ethical practice is ex- 
pressive of theoretical insight rather than meaningful on its own terms, according ©. 301) 
to its surface description. This solution, then, does not involve the recognition of a norma- 
tive constraint, the observance of a moral law, or any kind of rational or strategic pursuit. 
There is nothing that one could do that would make sense on its own terms, but actions 
and character can be assessed from a theoretical standpoint as expressions of the correct 
attitude toward the unavailability of any sensible pursuit. This is practical insofar as it 
needs to be sustained in one’s phenomenal existence; it points to a redemptive hope but, 
in itself, does not try to accomplish anything. 


In Section 18.2, I clarify the nature of the problem that Schopenhauer addresses by iden- 
tifying some of the obstacles that Schopenhauer faces in articulating a moral philosophy. 
Section 18.3 presents my reconstruction of Schopenhauer’s position, and Section 18.4 of- 
fers, in conclusion, some reservations about the success of his solution. 


18.1 Obstacles to a Moral Philosophy 


The aim of this section is to explicate the nature of the challenge that Schopenhauer gave 
himself in articulating a moral philosophy that meets the requirements on what an ade- 
quate moral philosophy must be. To this end, it helps first to identify the requirements 
and how they inform, for Schopenhauer, the contents of morality. 


We can take Schopenhauer to be setting three main requirements on any adequate moral 
philosophy. These requirements are overlapping and yet in some tension with each other, 
but they nevertheless serve to define the subject matter for him. First, moral philosophy 
must be realistic in the sense of accounting for how human agents’ behavior is in fact mo- 
tivated. Moral philosophy cannot depend on attributing to persons the extraordinary abili- 
ty to exempt themselves from the causal order of things or to act on the basis of motives 
or norms that are otherwise unexemplified in the natural world. Moral philosophy, rather, 
starts from “empirical” (BM, 189) methods and moves to “clarifying and explaining ways 
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of acting among human beings ... and tracing them back to their ultimate ground” (BM, 
189). “Real life” (BM, 181) shows that action is effected by nonrational, unreflective im- 
pulses that stem from fixed traits of character, so morality must acknowledge this. Se- 
cond, moral philosophy must be metaphysical. The demands of morality are necessary, un- 
conditional, and unchanging, and the only way of accounting for such demands must ac- 
cordingly “reject any empirical basis” (BM, 133). Morality refers to human experience, 
but it must be grounded in “the ultimate and true revelation concerning the inner essence 
of the entirety of things” (BM, 116). The third requirement on moral philosophy is that it 
must identify something distinctive about moral action. Moral action is not a species of or- 
dinary human behavior that happens to be unusually praiseworthy or valuable. Moral ac- 
tion, rather, stems from a sui generis impulse that, although potentially available in every- 
one, is utterly discontinuous from ordinary human behavior and incentivizes all and only 
moral behavior. 


(p. 302) In light of these requirements on moral philosophy, Schopenhauer offers a meta- 
physical basis of morality that determines its basic content. The metaphysics of morality 
fits neatly within Schopenhauer’s more comprehensive view, but we can isolate elements 
as centrally important for their moral implications. The most basic is that the very distinc- 
tion between subjects and objects is an illusion. This dichotomy is the “general form ... 
under which any representation is possible or even conceivable” (WWR1)p), 23). Without 
it, there can be no representation of anything by a subject; accordingly, this dichotomy 
pertains to the nature of representation rather than to how the world is in itself. Subjec- 
tivity allows us to represent a world of things but does not itself belong among what is re- 
al. We can therefore dismiss concerns that appear from the first-person standpoint, such 
as ones about well-being or the realization of ends. We can, furthermore, dismiss con- 
cerns about the distinctness or integrity of individuals. Another basic metaphysical claim 
is that actions follow from necessity, without the involvement of reason. Schopenhauer 
writes, “every individual action follows with strict necessity from the effect of a motive on 
character” (WWR1)pj, 138). We cannot, therefore, base moral assessments on ascriptions 
of responsibility that depend on the choice or distinctive intervention of the agent. Fur- 
thermore, since reason is motivationally ineffective, morality cannot be a matter of recog- 
nizing or acting on rational demands; it simply is not possible to do so. In fact, acting on 
the basis of any kind of imperative is impossible, so moral philosophy must work by “de- 
scribing not prescribing” (WWR1)p), 297). Also bearing moral implications is 
Schopenhauer’s very general metaphysical claim that the “inner essence of 
things” (WWR1)p}, 121), as will, is aimless, ceaseless, inarticulable striving that can never 
be fulfilled or satisfied. The world in itself is chaos and flux, and this is alien to all human 
concerns. 


This is perhaps not the most promising metaphysical picture on which to build a moral 
philosophy, but Schopenhauer insists that it not only produces an ethics, but also furnish- 
es a “foundation for the universally recognized requirements of morals” (BM, 121). The 
unreality of the individual standpoint, the vanity of the human pursuit of ends, and the 
senseless chaos of existence grounds, first of all, the so-called neminem laede as the “ba- 
sic proposition” (BM, 139) of morality: “harm no one; rather, help everyone to the extent 
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that you can” (BM, 140 inter alia). Every other moral principle, Schopenhauer claims, is 
based on this one. Moral action, furthermore, is motivated by compassion (BM, 200 et 
passim). Through immediate participation in others’ suffering, natural egoism is over- 
come and purely moral action can take place. Compassion, that is, provides the specific 
incentive peculiar to morality. And this overcoming of egoism produces two cardinal 
virtues: freely willed justice and disinterested loving kindness (BM, 186). 


There are some oddities in this picture of morality that are worth pointing out. In general, 
it is hard to make sense of the importance of these considerations, both in and of them- 
selves and in relation to each other. The neminem laede is puzzling right away: it has an 
imperative form and thus appears to be a prescription for action, contrary to 
Schopenhauer’s claims about the impossibility of prescriptions. It seems, furthermore, 

(p. 303) to have two desiderata that could come into conflict: causing harm might be nec- 
essary to help as much as possible. Schopenhauer does insist elsewhere on the priority of 
not causing harm (BM, 203), but it is not clear why this should be or how there can be re- 
strictions on actions at all. We can also wonder about whether “helping” and “harming” 
means producing a suitable result or simply acting from the right motivation or the prop- 
er virtue. The virtues, too, are puzzling. They seem superfluous as loci of moral value if 
incentives and actions can be valuable; it is not clear, in any case, what it means for them 
to have “genuine moral worth” (BM, 189) or in what sense they could be valuable. It is 
likely possible to clarify all of these issues and furnish constructive accounts that specify, 
in greater detail, just what the demands of morality are. Schopenhauer, however, seems 
curiously uninterested in doing so, although that is part of the picture, too: the ineffec- 
tiveness of human agency, the unimportance of worldly concerns, and the unalterability of 
human character render it relatively unimportant precisely how morality is specified. 


Even at the level of detail at which Schopenhauer presents his account of morality, how- 
ever, the account remains generally problematic. Schopenhauer is advocating an altruis- 
tic—or unegoistic—morality based on metaphysical claims about agency and personhood: 
once the status of individual subjectivity is identified, then the content of morality fol- 
lows. But how this could be so is puzzling. If Schopenhauer were making the case that 
one’s own desires ought to be weighted less, that the distinction between my desires and 
those of others is less important, or that others’ interests should play a greater role in my 
own concerns, then that would support other-regarding considerations and dispositions. 
But Schopenhauer’s position seems to be that no one’s interests have any weight, and no 
one acts on the basis of ends that they set or reasons that they recognize. In that case, it 
is hard to see how any moral standpoint could be supported. Others’ interests are dis- 
counted as much as one’s own, and the very idea of adopting any particular policy of ac- 
tion is discarded. One could respond altruistically in light of the global insignificance of 
human ends and the lack of relevant distinctions between persons. But that response 
seems just as arbitrary as wanton impulsiveness, complete inaction, indifferent aggres- 
siveness, or any other course of action. Nothing about others’ interests or one’s own Ca- 
pacities supports it. 
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We can analyze this in terms of three specific puzzles that a Schopenhauerian moral phi- 
losophy would need to resolve. First, what is the point of being compassionate if human 
well-being does not in general matter? If metaphysics were to tell us that others’ ends are 
equally important or that an impersonal good is important, then compassion might seem 
appropriate, but if no one’s ends are important, why should “human action” be “of direct 
concern to everyone” (WWR1)/pj, 297)? Since the individual standpoint lacks “genuine 
reality” (WWR1)/p;, 303), then it becomes unclear how not only the egoism of the individ- 
ual, but also the altruism of the individual could matter. Compassion and the terms of 
morality generally only make sense as such if the interests of persons matter to someone. 
If all the sources of importance are ultimately empty, then morality as a subject matter 
seems to disappear. 


(p. 304) Before moving to the second puzzle, it is worth pointing out that there is a short 
answer to it. This answer is that altruism and compassion represent a denial of the “will 
to life” (WWR1)p), 368 inter alia), whereas nonmoral dispositions and behavior affirm it. 
That is, our phenomenal activity does not carry any weight by itself, but only because of 
how it situates itself relative to something of metaphysical significance. This, then, is the 
correct form of Schopenhauer’s answer: it suggests that compassion and suffering are 
not intrinsically important but indicate something else that does matter. The problem 
here is just that this, by itself, explains little. There could be a private psychological dif- 
ference between denying and affirming the will to life, but it is hard to see how sucha 
psychological difference could count as bearing such a significance. From an appropriate- 
ly higher standpoint, compassion itself fails to make sense: if the distinction between per- 
sons is unreal, then nothing could count as taking on another’s woes or another’s ends. 
We take for granted the phenomenal significance of compassion, but this phenomenal sig- 
nificance does not fit with Schopenhauer’s view of the metaphysics of individuation. The 
gap between how things seem from an individual’s standpoint and what really counts as 
significant is great and as yet unbridged. 


The second puzzle for a Schopenhauerian moral philosophy is how the terms of morality 
can preserve their meaning if all events—in particular, all human actions—follow from ne- 
cessity. Schopenhauer insists further that “the innermost essence of the man” (WWR1)p}, 
29f) is unalterable, that accordingly philosophy cannot produce virtuous persons, and 
that constant suffering is ineliminable from life. In this condition, it seems, moral philoso- 
phy cannot accomplish much. One can still assess what is necessary, and Schopenhauer 
sometimes does leave room for reflection to lead persons to better dispositions. But if 
character is unalterable and actions can neither realize worthwhile ends nor be freely 
chosen, then it is unclear how much “ethical content” (WWR1)p), 388) there could be. The 
terms of morality would not seem to pick out anything distinctive in the unalterable 
course of events. That is, even if they could pick out particular states or events, it is hard 
to see in what sense they would be more important than waves breaking or breezes blow- 
ing. 
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The third puzzle is that it remains unclear in what sense we can speak of a moral philoso- 
phy at all if “all philosophy is always theoretical” (WWR1)p), 271). A moral philosophy 
from a purely theoretical standpoint would be a descriptive or explanatory enterprise, or 
explaining what people believe or how they formed their beliefs, or perhaps reconstruct- 
ing how moral discourse could have the sense that it does. To some extent, Schopenhauer 
is indeed advocating such a descriptive enterprise. But he also expresses favored moral 
views; it is important to his position that he is not only reporting on views that exist, but 
explaining the availability of views for us, that we can and should meaningfully adopt. 
And he uses his descriptive (or “contemplative”) enterprise to dismiss so much moral phi- 
losophy that there is little left to explain or describe. He not only describes, but also inter- 
venes in existing moral views to dismiss their prescriptive enterprises as senseless. If he 
is genuinely dismissing all prescriptions as much as philosophically impossible, then 
there is not much left for moral philosophy to be about. 


30) 18.2 Solutions 


There are many possible ways to resolve these puzzles. I do not claim to have 
Schopenhauer’s unique solution. He invoked so many different potentially countervailing 
considerations that multiple solutions are possible; each, however, involves some 
hermeneutic and logical costs and benefits. In the rest of this section, I outline some gen- 
eral approaches to offering a solution and then present my preferred solution. 


The nature of the problem is that the various elements of moral philosophy seem to make 
sense in terms of each other, but Schopenhauer seems to take all of them away. For exam- 
ple, one can understand actions in terms of reasons and ends, character in terms of re- 
sponsiveness to (correct) reasons, ends in terms of what persons value, and prescriptions 
in terms of any of these elements that are in some way required. But if the elements lack 
their ordinary meaning, then all of them risk being empty. One basic form of a solution, 
then, is to identify some term as preserving its meaning and centrally important and then 
to explain the rest of morality in terms of it. There are at least three options to privilege 
and then structure moral philosophy around: the inner attitude of compassion, virtue of 
character, and the alleviation of suffering. And one could also settle on nothingness and 
read Schopenhauer as, despite his words, abandoning ethics. 


One possibility, then, is to take an altruistic “inner disposition’? as primary; the moral val- 
ue of actions would depend on emerging from this disposition, and virtue would be a ten- 
dency to act in according with this disposition. This raises questions, I think, about how 
clearly any such disposition could be connected with the other considerations that 
Schopenhauer invokes: how reliably it would help or avoid harming others, whether it 
would track with the sense of justice or loving kindness, and whether it would consistent- 
ly serve as the basis for action. The bigger cost, however, is that it leaves inexplicable 
why this inner disposition is so important or valuable or even coherent; there is nothing 
in terms of which to explain what makes it good. Any disposition or attitude is itself mere- 
ly phenomenal, and it responds to phenomenal things and has at best a tenuous causal 
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connection to behavior that does not achieve anything worthwhile. Nothing that it is, 
does, or brings about is intrinsically important, so building moral philosophy around it 
seems stipulative. 


Similarly, if we take the enterprise of Schopenhauer’s moral philosophy to be a “descrip- 
tive virtue ethics,”* then that gives up the project of explaining how the central elements 
are valuable. It might promise to describe how ethical practice is indeed structured 
around considerations of virtuous character and how Schopenhauer’s moral philosophy is 
best understood in this way, but it will not explain why a virtue ethics would matter more 
than any other ethics. The very idea of a descriptive enterprise ensures that. More 
promising, perhaps, is an ethics built around the idea that “suffering will diminish”® if we 
adopt a Stoic worldly wisdom and restrain our desires. The core idea that suffering is bad 
and should be minimized is a plausible one, but, even here, there remains a difficulty in 
seeing how it could be important in such a way as to produce a particular .306) moral 
response. On one hand, we need to see why a response to suffering should be compulso- 
ry; on the other hand, we need to see why other considerations might not be overriding. 
Otherwise the alleviation of suffering might be an incidental (and contingent) effect of 
morality, rather than its core. Finally, one could abandon the idea that any of this matters; 
morality could simply be the form that denial of the will happens to take. Here, however, 
we would be giving up on explaining why the path to oblivion takes just that form. In this 
case, furthermore, there is not much left for moral philosophy to say when it recommends 
sinking into oblivion to no one in particular. 


In each of these cases, of course, there is a fuller answer that can be developed. For 
every question of why some action, attitude, or virtue counts as important, an appeal can 
be made that purports to explain it in terms of some more basic consideration. Some of 
these considerations, moreover, might help us to understand how morality might fit with- 
in someone’s standpoint and cohere with their motivations. What I suggest, however, is 
that all such solutions neglect the radicality of Schopenhauer’s views of phenomenal ex- 
perience; they take our ethical practices to make sense, in some way, on their own terms, 
when in fact they do not. Moral philosophy, for Schopenhauer, involves responding to the 
senselessness of human existence rather than trying to make sense of it in even a partial, 
local way. 


There are two general kinds of significance for Schopenhauer. One is Bedeutung, which 
appears frequently in his writings and can be translated as “meaning”: it comes with a 
correlative notion of Gehalt, or content. This notion of significance operates primarily by 
a thing referring to something outside of itself. Significance in this sense is a 

“bridge” (BM 123), and its content is that to which it connects. In the case of empirical 
concepts, for example, their significance is the perceptual representations to which they 
are related. There is an immediate relationship between signifier and signified. The other 
kind of significance is one that Schopenhauer mentions rarely, perhaps because there is 
little point in doing so. This kind of significance is that of sense.® Sense is what makes for 
the intelligibility of how discursively articulated content is presented, rather than depend- 
ing on that to which it refers. This kind of significance, then, must be articulable, rational- 
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ly responsive, and in accordance with rule-governed interpretive practices. We make 
sense of content by fitting signifiers into general standards of interpretation, or at least 
by figuring out how they engage with other signifiers and with our interpretative abilities. 


As Schopenhauer repeatedly insists, “the human way of acting has a meaning [Bedeutung]” (BM, 
123). Indeed, it has an “ethical meaning” (BM, 116) and it has a “metaphysical” (BM, 

127) meaning; together these facts about human behavior make moral philosophy possi- 

ble. In human activity, we have available to us a direct, felt acquaintance with something 
entirely outside of our phenomenal experience. By virtue of this kind of meaningfulness, 

our activity acquires “an interest that engages our entire being” (WWR1)/pj, 119). In sum, 

human activity is important because its meaning connects us to something outside of it- 

self; it sustains ethical interest because its content concerns the ultimate standing of our 

own nature. 


(p. 307) But there is no sense in human activity, at least not within the proper sphere of 
moral philosophy. There is no hope in trying to make sense of it, to sort out its categories 
rationally and articulate why they matter. Nothing that you could possibly do or feel mat- 
ters as such, but only in relation to its Bedeutung. We see this, for example, here, al- 
though it is presented in the context of a more specific issue: “That ought has any sense 
[Sinn] and meaning [Bedeutung] at all only in relation to a threatened punishment or 
promised reward ... once those conditions are thought away, the concept of ought re- 
mains empty of sense” (BM, 128). Ought claims, like commanding in general, only make 
sense to us when they are backed by rewards or sanctions that engage with our motiva- 
tional dispositions; then, but not before, we can understand them in terms of their empiri- 
cal meaning—their reference to incentives and the prospect of altered behavior. This can- 
not support any ethical interest: the sense that this provides is that of providing a hypo- 
thetical path to moving us in some way or another. 


Commands are just threats or promises, and threats and promises are at best motivation- 
al features of the world, like any other incentive we might encounter in nature. If we were 
to try to make sense of commands that amount to more than threats or promises, they are 
“simply impossible to think of” (BM, 128); indeed, they would be a “contradiction in 
terms” (BM, 128). The very idea of a moral imperative is not only wrong, but utterly emp- 
ty of sense: when we speak of such things, we fail to say anything at all. We perhaps con- 
flate something that has empirical significance with morality, which has metaphysical sig- 
nificance, and think it possible to say something substantial. And this is the form of hu- 
man activity in general. It has an empirical sense, in terms of responsiveness to stimuli 
according to set dispositions. But the terms by which we act and feel are otherwise emp- 


ty. 


Moral philosophy, then, is not about carrying out activities or cultivating dispositions that 
are important on their own terms. It does not accomplish anything that matters or re- 
spect important norms. Our ethical practices, rather, have a metaphysical significance: 
morality as traditionally conceived, in particular in its anti-egoism, corresponds to a meta- 
physical insight into the nonreality of individuals. Morality is thereby the appropriate kind 
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of responsiveness to the senselessness of human existence. It is not a rational or strategic 
pursuit, but an expression of the correct attitude toward the unavailability of any sensible 
pursuit. The point of morality is to manifest insight into the nature of reality, not properly 
to do anything. This is a practical enterprise only because the appreciation of metaphysi- 
cal truth needs to be sustained through otherwise incomprehensible unegoistic action. 
This can convey a wisdom that might otherwise be inexpressible. 


On the reading that I am proposing, Schopenhauer frames his moral philosophy around 
the ultimate vanity of human pursuits. The question that he wishes to answer, then, is 
what could be worth doing, or what must be done, when nothing makes any sense; even 
our ability to ascribe actions to agents or a point of view to a moral subject is in doubt. 
The answer that he gives is that the appropriate response is not, per impossibile, to do 
anything significant, but to make one’s own activity manifest knowledge. Schopenhauer 
has something like a teleological argument for this, oddly enough. .308) He writes, 
“cognition [das Erkennen], together with the movement upon motives which it makes pos- 
sible, is the fundamental characteristic of animal life” (WWR1)p}, 42). What is fitting for us 
in our animal lives is cognition. The movements that accompany cognition are the inci- 
dental byproducts of its interaction with motivations; we act in a cognition-laden way. 
“The truly philosophical way of looking at the world,” furthermore, provides a cognition 
that leads to “that state of mind which alone leads to true holiness and redemption from 
the world” (WWR1)/p;, 300). Our lives aim at cognition, and cognition does not aim at 
meaningful activity but produces activity that aims at redemption from the world. 


Even if we take up this line of thought, however, and understand morality to be a way of 
manifesting metaphysical knowledge, then the question still needs to be addressed as to 
why compassion is the proper form that this takes. After all, it might seem as if metaphys- 
ical insight could be manifested in a variety of different ways or that no expression could 
count as privileged. Schopenhauer provides three sets of justifications, however, for the 
appropriateness of compassion. 


First, through compassion we focus on suffering because suffering is something that we 
all, universally, dislike. A basic feature of human nature is that avoiding suffering (and 
seeking pleasure) is our most basic incentive and criterion of well-being: “the happiness 
of any given life is to be measured not by its joys and pleasures, but by the absence of 
sorrow and suffering” (PP2;p), 293). So, this justification runs, compassion is the appropri- 
ate response to the senselessness of existence because alleviating it is the sole thing that 
everyone would agree on, and this, in turn, is a way of acknowledging the lack of distinc- 
tion between persons. Compassion does not require a commitment to anything beyond 
avoiding suffering, which relates to the “innermost core and essence” (BM, 190) of all. It 
is uncontroversial, and thus the sort of phenomenon that does not need any deeper 
ground to be privileged. This form of justification is still mysterious, however. Not only 
does it not provide an explanation for why compassion—concern for others’ suffering— 
should matter to anyone, it also concedes that no explanation could be forthcoming. It ap- 
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peals to the lack of any ground in privileging compassion, but some such ground would 
still be needed to support that privilege. 


Schopenhauer’s second line of justification is that compassion is the only form of our con- 
nection to others. “Immediate sympathy towards the other,” he writes, “is restricted to 
his suffering” (BM, 202). Compassion, then, is the way in which we extend our awareness 
outside of ourselves to take account of and indeed experience others’ pain. This justifica- 
tion of compassion as a form of responsiveness is that it brings about an enlarged appre- 
ciation of the unity of all things. In compassion, “the not-I to a certain extent become[s] 
the I” (BM, 201), and we gain insight into this. This insight must be limited, however, 
since it preserves the distinction between persons. We feel suffering as someone else’s in 
compassion, and this, of course, requires treating someone as a separate individual. 
Schopenhauer writes, “it remains clear and present to us at every single moment that he 
is the sufferer, not us: and it is precisely in his person, not in ours, that we feel the pain, 
to our distress. We suffer with him, thus in him: we feel his pain as his and do not imagine 
that it is ours” (BM, 203). 


(p. 309) The third justification is similar to the previous one. Instead of connecting us to 
others, however, this justification obliterates the distinction between self and others. The 
point is no longer that we feel for others’ pain, but that we no longer experience pain as 
belonging to anyone in particular once “the barrier between I and not-I is removed” (BM, 
218). In this way, compassion constitutes a recognition of the illusoriness of the principi- 
um individuationis. In compassion, that is, we appreciate and even experience a meta- 
physical truth that is otherwise inaccessible in empirical consciousness, viz., that the dis- 
tinction between persons is unreal. In this way compassion constitutes the most appropri- 
ate response to the senselessness of existence. 


For just this reason, however, it is no longer truly compassion, at least in any ordinary 
sense. Compassion normally requires preserving some distinction between persons: one 
feels and cares about another’s suffering. What is distinctive about compassion as meta- 
physical expression, however, is that pain and others’ perspectives do not truly matter ex- 
cept as a form of truthfulness; they are vehicles for greater enlightenment. 


18.3 Conclusion 


On my reading, Schopenhauer’s moral philosophy is about identifying the appropriate 
form of responsiveness to the lack of any practical standards of appropriateness. The con- 
ditions of our existence do not allow us to make sense of any activity as meaningful on its 
own terms, so the best that we can do is to think of our lives as a way of orienting our- 
selves to metaphysical truth; a theoretical solution is the best response to the lack of a 
practical solution. This unegoistic form of orientation both expresses metaphysical insight 
and corresponds to the self-denying content of morality as it is traditionally understood. 
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There are a number of virtues of this account: it preserves Schopenhauer’s insistences 
that moral philosophy is a theoretical enterprise and that all human endeavor is in vain, 
for example. Still, like any reading of Schopenhauer’s moral philosophy, it has its draw- 
backs. The main interpretive drawback is that it renders trivial nearly everything that 
Schopenhauer says about the concrete practice of morality. He devotes considerable ef- 
fort to explicating various elements of morality and relating them to traditional thought 
and metaphysics. On my reading, none of this particularly matters. Unegoistic morality, in 
general, expresses metaphysical insight, and whether such expression succeeds or fails, 
there is little one can do to refine that message. Moral philosophy can do little to inform 
practice, offers little hope of success, and cannot engage with anyone’s concerns. It can- 
not appeal to the reasons, ends, or ideals that might make sense within someone’s indi- 
vidual perspective. 


As moral philosophy, the biggest drawback is that it preserves at most a shell of a conven- 
tional sense of morality. In any conventional moral philosophy, it matters, deeply, to some- 
one, what one does, or how one does it, or what it achieves, or what one becomes as a 
person. Although this might conceivably be to its advantage, none of these can be impor- 
tant in any familiar way in Schopenhauer’s moral thought. Compassion is not an (. 310) 
expression of care for another individual, but a way of moving outside of all individual 
perspective altogether. As a result, the stance of moral philosophy itself remains sense- 
less. It provides a point of access to a reality that we have little purchase on, but it does 
not give us reasons to act upon in the familiar, phenomenal world. It does not show us 
how to care about ourselves and the things around us or make some way of life seem less 
arbitrary. It functions more like a promise that, once complete metaphysical insight 
comes, none of those concerns will be troubling any more. 
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Notes: 


(1.) This is quoted in David Cartwright, “Schopenhauer’s Narrower Sense of Morality,” in 
The Cambridge Companion to Schopenhauer, edited by Christopher Janaway (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 252. 


(2.) Ibid., 253. 


(3.) Patrick Gardiner, Schopenhauer (Baltimore, MD: Penguin Books, 1960), 260. I found 
this suggestion in Gardiner, but his views are much more complex than the schematic 
views that I am putting forward here. Here and in the rest of this paragraph, I am solely 
trying to set out broad possibilities of interpretation, not reckon with scholars’ views in 
their entirety. Some of these views might not fit well in my categories. For example, 
Christopher Janaway, in Schopenhauer: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford Uni- 
versity Press, 2002), privileges compassion as the center of Schopenhauer’s moral philos- 
ophy but ends up with a view similar to my own. 


(4.) Cartwright, “Schopenhauer’s Narrower Sense of Morality,” 263. Please see the quali- 
fication in the previous note. 


(5.) Robert Wicks, Schopenhauer (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2008), 92. The same 
qualifications apply here as in the previous notes. 


(6.) “Sinn” usually and very often refers to the senses and sensuous experience; only 
rarely does Schopenhauer use Sinn to refer to a semantic notion. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


In his fascinating 1836 volume On the Will in Nature, Schopenhauer demonstrates a fa- 
miliarity with scholarship on classical Chinese thought that is, at best, glancing. He takes 
special interest, however, in a remark rendered from the Song Dynasty Confucian thinker 
Zhu Xi to the effect that the “will of human beings” is at the ground of all things, which 
suggests to him a deep resonance with his own system. Though there is nothing of sub- 
stance to be found in this suspected connection, Schopenhauer may have been better ad- 
vised to delve into Zhu’s reformulation of ancient Confucian formulations of compassion 
for an opportunity at cross-cultural dialogue. This chapter demonstrates that, while Zhu 
Xi’s inspiration for his explication of compassion, namely Mencius, took a far more natu- 
ralistic view of this moral feeling, Zhu’s commentarial reformulation of Mencius’s 
thought, which makes compassion a metaphysical manifestation of the basic patterns of 
human nature, may have prompted Schopenhauer to deeper confidence in his own convic- 
tions about the “intelligible character.” 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Confucius, Zhu Xi, compassion, Chinese philosophy 


In hindsight, it is something of an irony that nineteenth-century philosopher Arthur 
Schopenhauer, given his rather cursory familiarity with the classical Chinese tradition, 
took special notice of the twelfth-century Confucian master Zhu Xi. It was after all merely 
one sentence, summarizing a thin mid-1820s translation of a Zhu essay, that inspired 
Schopenhauer to suspect that the Song Dynasty Confucian exegete entertained a meta- 
physical worldview that was remarkably similar to his own. At the time he wrote of this 
suspicion in the mid-1830s, it was precisely metaphysical resonances between his own 
system and ideas from a broad range of other thinkers that he actively sought. And it is 
most doubtful that, when understood in its own context, the cosmology that we find in 
Zhu Xi’s works can at all be reconciled with Schopenhauer’s famous metaphysics of will. 
However, it is in the realm of ethical theory, and most notably the theory of human com- 
passion, that Schopenhauer’s and Zhu’s thought come closest together. This closeness 
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does not necessarily lie in the details of their respective conceptions of compassion, but 
in their general inclinations to see in compassion something revealing about the meta- 
physics of human existence. 


This chapter explores how Schopenhauer and Zhu Xi, though surely in variant ways, 
ground the feeling of compassion in deeper metaphysical structures of human character 
or personhood. We begin with a brief review of Schopenhauer’s familiarity with classical 
Chinese thought as of the 1830s, when he first happens upon the ideas of Zhu that in- 
trigue him. We then articulate how Schopenhauer’s formulation of compassion fits into 
his typological depiction of the human character and thus what the relationship is be- 
tween compassion and the metaphysical ground of human existence: namely, the will. At 
this point, we will turn to a few important works of Zhu Xi to understand how he 
hermeneutically reworks the depiction of compassion found in the fourth-century BCE 
philosopher Mencius to demonstrate how compassion lies within the natural constitution 

(p. 348) of human existence. Though their overarching metaphysical frameworks are then 
literally worlds apart, both Schopenhauer and Zhu find compassion to be not just a hu- 
man feeling or emotion, but a key to understanding the natural foundations of human ex- 
istence. And yet, even in the context of this apparent general agreement, there emerges 
an incredible difference between the thinkers, a difference that makes Schopenhauer the 
famed pessimist about human existence and Zhu a staunch, and typical, Confucian opti- 
mist. 


21.1 Metaphysical Intrigue: Schopenhauer and 
Zhu Xi 


Schopenhauer’s essay, “Sinology,” originally penned for his 1836 work On the Will in Na- 
ture and slightly updated for the 1842 edition of the same work, dwells a great deal on 
the classical Confucian notion of X, tian or “heaven.” The chapter rehearses both 
Schopenhauer’s general contrast between predominant forms of theism in the major 
Western religious heritages stemming from the Middle East and more abstract concep- 
tions of the divine to be found in both Indian and Chinese traditions, most notably Bud- 
dhism. When focusing on Chinese thought, he relies on a wide range of then-recent Ori- 
entalist scholarship, though much of it, ironically, was produced by men with pronounced 
missionary interests in China, to demonstrate that this idea does not have the theological 
connotations of “God” in the religious traditions familiar to the West. Though this identifi- 
cation of tian with God had been promulgated by seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Je- 
suit missionaries serving in the early Qing Dynasty imperial court, Schopenhauer quotes 
Upham’s 1829 History of the Doctrine of Buddhism as well as works by two East India 
Company employees in Guangdong, Robert Morrison’s Chinese Dictionary and a tract by 
George Thomas Staunton, to debunk it (SW3, 311-12 [WN, 436]). In this refutation, 
Schopenhauer relies most heavily on Morrison’s definitions, which parse tian as having 
the double meaning of the visible “sky” and the invisible “metaphysical principle of 
nature” (SW3, 312 [WN, 437]).! Toward the end of the essay, particularly to elaborate on 
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the latter of Morrison’s alternative definitions, Schopenhauer turns to a brief article from 
one of his favorite journals. 


The article appeared in 1826, in volume 22 of the Asiatic Journal and Monthly Miscellany, 
which was published by the East India Company. It was entitled “Chinese Theory of Cre- 
ation” and written by John Bruce, who was educated at the University of Edinburgh and 
was at the time “Historiographer of the East India Company.” The paper was actually 
quite damning, lamenting the supposed vagueness of the notion of tian in classical Chi- 
nese literature, both in terms of its lexical meaning and in the so-called incoherence of 
ways in which it was used to describe both male and female deities, the order of yin and 
yang, the “principle” of natural order, and the sky above. It was probably the degree to 
which the essay relied on Morrison’s dictionary, as well as the very (. 349) vagueness of 
the idea of tian the author roundly condemned, that appealed to Schopenhauer. There are 
in Bruce’s essay numerous references to Morrison’s dictionary and a few quotations from 
an unnamed text authored by “Choo-foo-tze” or Zhu Xi that Schopenhauer in turn quotes 
in full, in both the English original and his own German translation in his chapter on “Si- 
nology.” The Morrison reference appeals to one lexical denotation of tian as “great,” while 
the quote from Zhu runs: “to affirm that heaven has a man (i.e., a sapient being) there to 
judge and determine crimes should not by any means be said; nor on the other hand must 
it be affirmed that there is nothing at all to exercise a supreme control over these 

things” (SW3, 313 [WN, 436]). Such suggestive but undetailed passages easily sparked 
Schopenhauer’s imagination, particularly insofar as this representation of tian was distin- 
guished from a straightforward theistic interpretation, an interpretation for which 
Schopenhauer roundly denounced scholars with Christian missionary interests in China 
(SW3, 311 [WN, 431]). 


It is the last passages that Schopenhauer cites from the Bruce essay that entice him the 
most. The passages read, 


The same author being asked about the heart of heaven, whether it is intelligent 
or not, answer’d [sic]: it must not be said that the mind of nature is unintelligent, 
but it does not resemble the cognitions of man... 


According to one of their authorities, Teen [sic]) is call’d ruler or sovereign (choo), 
from the idea of the supreme control, and another expresses himself thus: ‘had 
heaven (Teen [sic]) no designing mind, then it must happen, that the cow might 
bring forth a horse, and on the peach-tree be reduced to the blossom of the pear.’ 


On the other hand it is said, that the mind of Heaven is deducible from what is the 
Will of mankind. (SW3, 313-14 [WN, 438]) 


Schopenhauer cites these paragraphs contiguously with foregoing quotations that were 

overtly from Zhu Xi’s works, and it is apparent in his commentary that he takes them all 
to originate from Zhu’s philosophy (SW3, 314 [WN, 438]). A look at the original essay by 
Bruce, however, reveals that this is not the case. In fact, a “Dr. Milne,” more specifically 
William Milne, who, with Morrison, was one of the first active and successful nineteenth- 
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century missionaries in China, is citing the material in the second paragraph just quoted, 
and, just after, the identification of the “mind of Heaven” with the “Will of mankind” was 
Bruce’s own characterization of Milne’s references. Schopenhauer then is simply mistak- 
en about the equivocation of tian with the human will being a central tenet of Zhu Xi’s 
thought on the mere basis of his reading of the cited passages, not to mention due to the 
lack of such an equivalence in Zhu’s own Confucian system. 


Nonetheless, the very suggestion that ancient Chinese thinkers could have deduced some 
great metaphysical identification between the basic nature of the cosmos and will com- 
pels Schopenhauer to assure his readers that he did not derive his own metaphysics from 
those ancients. Not only, Schopenhauer is at pains to point out, does he not know the Chi- 
nese language, which precludes him from direct access to original texts, but he came to 
discover philosophical works on Chinese thought, (.350) and specifically Zhi Xi, in the 
1820s and 1830s, long after his system was formulated (SW3, 314 [WN, 438]). He also re- 
alizes that the connection between his own ideas and what he takes to be Zhu’s are tenu- 
ous, and he ends his essay with the mere hope that a future British scholar will be able to 
clarify the matter with more rigorous work on the classical Chinese texts. 


In any event, what fascinates Schopenhauer about ancient Chinese thought, and where 
he suspects it may have some resonance with his own, lies in what he takes to be its basic 
metaphysics. The ambiguities surrounding the fundamental conception of tian, including 
its supposed elision of any reference to a divine personage, its relationship with the ap- 
parently but not inherently rational order of the cosmos, and a mysterious deep connec- 
tion to the human will collectively draw Schopenhauer strongly. Schopenhauer, perhaps 
somewhat mysteriously, does not explore the question of how such a penetrating meta- 
physical insight could have occurred to the Confucian master Zhu Xi in light of the fact 
that he believes the early teachings of Confucius amounted to little more than a “predom- 
inantly political moral philosophy, general and rife with truisms, without a metaphysics to 
support it,” much of which was “faded and boring” (SW3, 306 [WN, 432]). A seeker after 
Chinese systems of metaphysics, Schopenhauer asserts, must look to Daoist and Buddhist 
thought, especially given that the latter, in his estimation, was by far the most widespread 
Chinese religion in his time. Schopenhauer does describe Zhu as “the most famous of all 
Chinese scholars, because he incorporated and systematized the entire collective wisdom 
of the ancients” (SW3, 312 [WN, 438]). But beyond this comment, he does not reflect on 
why the most non-metaphysical of Chinese traditions in his view, Confucianism, could 
have produced a scholar like Zhu, whose metaphysics may have been so much like his 
own. 


However, even the most cursory readings of the respective philosophies of Schopenhauer 
and Zhu would easily reveal that their conceptions of the natural order are not compati- 
ble. Schopenhauer sees the world through what John Atwell once called a “double-aspect 
essentialism,” as representation (Vorstellung), in terms of the appearance and law-gov- 
erned interaction of the objects of knowledge, and as will, in terms of the “nearest and 
clearest” manifestation of force or impulsion to exist as the thing-in-itself.? For his part, 
Zhu’s programmatic and basic cosmological distinction between ## li, the “coherence” or 
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“pattern” of nature as a whole and & qi, the “vital vapor” or “psychophysical stuff” that is 
the most elemental kind of matter, would place a sort of rational order at the root of all 
things and anything associated with willing in the derivative realm of qi.* However, 
Schopenhauer did not know enough about classical Chinese thought to realize that Zhu Xi 
makes the most important subtle qualification of his distinction between nature’s “coher- 
ence” and its “psychophysical stuff” in the realm of ethics, specifically with regard to the 
feelings and principles that govern human conduct. Zhu’s qualifications in this context 
appear to bring his general conception of personhood closer to Schopenhauer’s, at least 
insofar as they both end up seeing the feeling of compassion as revealing some deep 
metaphysical structures of the specifically human character. We will spend the remainder 
of this chapter exploring these possible similarities of general philosophical framework 
between Schopenhauer and Zhu. But in the .351) midst of these similarities is revealed 
a conspicuous axiological gulf between them, one that concerns what they each believed 
human nature was capable of. 


21.2 Schopenhauer on Compassion and the 
Essence of Character 


Though the attention paid by scholars to compassion as the pinnacle of ethical conduct in 
Schopenhauer’s system has been entirely appropriate, it is just as important to remember 
what role compassion plays in his theory of the human character. Ultimately, for Schopen- 
hauer, seeing the world through the eyes of a compassionate person can unlock one of the 
mysteries to the universe; it provides a kind of temporary window into the illusory nature 
of individuality. But for all its inspiring features, Schopenhauerian compassion also re- 
veals the implacable ethical limitations within which individual human beings are bound. 


As he himself reports, Schopenhauer was a great admirer of the distinction found in 
Kant’s moral thought between the “empirical character” and “intelligible character.” In 
Schopenhauer’s estimation, this distinction accurately delineates those portions of our ac- 
tions that are determined with law-like necessity by the empirical character and those 
portions that ensue from the really free moral agent, namely the intelligible character 
(WWR1)p}, 422). However, Schopenhauer formulates the details of this distinction quite 
differently from Kant. Unlike the latter, Schopenhauer did not think the intelligible char- 
acter had anything to do with the autonomous rational determination of universal ethical 
duties but was instead a form of will which served as the basis of each unique person’s 
character, each person’s particular and basic set of desires. Schopenhauer takes the em- 
pirical character to be the actions of the physical body of each person, which behave ac- 
cording to a host of causal determinations, while the intelligible character is a direct 
manifestation of each individual person’s will, which becomes instantiated by the natural 
will as a whole (WWR1)pj, 289-90). This, of course, begs the question of how that part of 
us which is truly free of all causal determination, the will in our intelligible character, can 
influence the most causally determined aspect of our existence, the body. Schopenhauer’s 
answer to this question, which was first formulated in a pre-metaphysical context in his 
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1813 dissertation On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason but tailored 
to his metaphysics of will later, is that “motives” are the mediums through which the em- 
pirical character is directed by the intelligible character. 


Motives on Schopenhauer’s view are desired ends of specific actions that are represented 
by and known to the intellect. The intellect, that is, presents possible ends of alternative 
actions in concrete circumstances to the intelligible character (WWR1)/p), 291). But it is 
the intelligible character, fixed for each individual and outside the categories of all 
change—namely space, time, and causality—that determines which motive will compel 
the empirical character to act (WWR1)p), 292). Though this theory of human ©. 352) ethi- 
cal agency has been heavily criticized by Schopenhauer’s contemporaries and successive 
generations of philosophers and commentators, this notion of motives as determined by 
the intelligible character for the empirical character is how he conceived of “the union of 
freedom and necessity” in human action. It explains for Schopenhauer how our physical 
bodies can be thoroughly causally determined, as are all other representations, and yet 
how we may be free moral agents responsible for our deeds (WWR1)p), 297). 


In the famous 1840 essay On the Basis of Morality, which, despite being the only entry in 
a Danish Royal Society essay contest, was not rewarded the prize, Schopenhauer takes up 
explicitly and in detail the most general basic motives that may affect the character. The 
first is malice, which actively seeks the suffering of others and operates according to an 
“axiom” of action which runs: “injure all if it brings you any advantage” (BM/p), 136). The 
second is egoism, which directs the person to secure their own happiness regardless of 
the consequences to others and operates according to the axiom: “help no one; on the 
contrary, injure all if it brings you any advantage” (BM/p}, 92; 136). The third and only 
genuinely praiseworthy motive from an ethical standpoint is compassion, which seeks the 
happiness of others and follows the axiom: “injure no one; on the contrary, help everyone 
as much as you can” (BMjp;, 69). Corresponding to these motives are four different moral 
or anti-moral kinds of intelligible character, and thus four different “types” of person who 
are susceptible to those motives. A “wicked” character or person is motivated by malice, 
which, due to the privations of his own will or the beholding of others’ pleasure, seeks in- 
tentionally to inflict cruelty on others (WWR1)p), 362-63). A “bad” character or person is 
always inclined to seek his own advantage, either with disregard for the well-being of oth- 
ers or with intent to harm them if this would lead to his own advantage (WWR1)p}, 362). A 
“just” character or person is compelled by a sort of weak egoism, which motivates him to 
seek his own and his loved ones’ well-being but within the bounds of the law and with no 
consciously intended harm to others (WWR1)/p), 370-71). Finally, there is the “good” per- 
son, who makes no hard and fast distinctions between his own well-being and the well-be- 
ing of others and who therefore actively seeks to help others (WWR1)/pj, 370-73). On the 
one hand, then, compassion is for Schopenhauer a motive, an end or purpose of action 
that is represented by the intellect to the intelligible character of each person, but the on- 
ly type of person who can act on the basis of this motive is a “good” one, one who sees 
the relationship between individuals in a certain way. In this respect, compassion as an 
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ethical motive for action reveals something about the deep structure of an individual hu- 
man being’s moral character when he or she is prompted to action by it. 


There is another and generally more celebrated respect in which Schopenhauer believed 
compassion was a metaphysically significant type of human incentive. This has to do with 
how a person motivated by compassion uniquely “sees” the world and, particularly, how 
she understands the relationship between individuals. The basic forms of representation 
in Schopenhauer’s estimation—space, time, and causality—present not only objects in our 
environment as individuated and heterogeneous, but also make specific persons with 
whom we relate, and we ourselves, appear to us as individuated and ©. 353) heteroge- 
neous also. But, for most of us, because the principles of representation depict individual 
persons as heterogeneous and because we can only have a direct and immediate experi- 
ence of our own will and not the willing of others, we also appear to ourselves as more 
valuable, more important, axiologically more significant, than others; we take our own in- 
terests most seriously and predominantly seek our own ends. 


This “practical egoism” is an extension of “theoretical egoism,” the epistemological or 
metaphysical conclusion that only I must exist since all other representations in my expe- 
rience are only indirect representations “for” me, while I alone am directly aware of my 
own will (BMjp), 131-32). In stark contrast, the compassionate person sees in the suffer- 
ing other a being whose essential nature, willing, is the same willing that lies at the core 
of their own being and therefore beholds the other as just as much in need of relief, com- 
fort, and happiness as themselves. The good person is, on the basis of this insight that 
partially and temporarily abrogates the separateness between individuals artificially con- 
structed by representation, compelled by the motive of compassion. 


Schopenhauer frequently invokes the vocabulary of classical Indian texts like the Bha- 
gavad Gita and commentaries on the Upanisads by calling the represented separateness 
between individuals “the veil of maya” or “illusion,” and he argues that the compassion- 
ate person, in breaking through this separation and seeing all beings as manifestations of 
a unitary will, possesses not merely the most admirable of human virtues, but the correct 
metaphysical knowledge of the nature of the world. 


If plurality and separateness belong only to the phenomenon, and it is one and the 
same essence that manifests itself in all living things, than that conception which 
abolishes the difference between ego and non-ego is not erroneous, but on the 
contrary, the opposite conception must be. We find also that this latter conception 
is described be the Hindus as Maya, i.e. illusion, deception, phantasm, mirage. It 
is the former conception that we found to be the basis of the phenomenon of com- 
passion; in fact compassion is the proper expression of that view. Accordingly, it 
would be the metaphysical basis of ethics and consist in one individual’s again rec- 
ognizing in another his own self, his own true inner nature. (BM/pj, 209) 


Contrary to how his position is portrayed by many commentators, Schopenhauer is quite 
careful in his discussion in On the Basis of Morality not to suggest that the compassionate 
individual completely negates the distinction between herself, her own feelings and aims, 
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and those of another; he insists that the compassionate person makes “less of a distinc- 
tion” between self and other, for beholding another’s suffering makes one aware of a 
metaphysical and not a phenomenal unity with the other, and this is accomplished by 
“recognition” and “immediately, without reason or argument” (WWR1)/p), 272-73). Al- 
though then we often experience compassion as a feeling, a sentiment of pity and a sense 
of the pain of another person, what is really communicated by compassion is a kind of in- 
sight, a form of knowledge that makes the easing of another’s suffering just as important 
to me as the easing of my own—in other words, a Schopenhauerian motive. But that mo- 
tive can only compel a person with a certain kind of fixed intelligible character, .354) 
that of a “good” person, to act at its behest, for it will not inspire the “wicked,” “bad,” or 
even “just” person to action. 


We will return to this notion of the fixed moral character in the concluding section. What 
is important at the moment is to underline the two respects in which Schopenhauer be- 
lieved that compassion provided a key to fundamental metaphysical realizations. In the 
first respect, Schopenhauer thought that human conduct reveals fundamental things 
about an individual’s ineligible character, their personal essence, and, in the case of com- 
passionate acts, we could find all the evidence we need of an essentially good human be- 
ing. In the second respect, compassion as a motive represents to the character not only 
purposes of specific actions to relieve the suffering of others, but also an insight into the 
true nature of the world as a whole as unitary will rather than the ultimately illusory sep- 
arateness of individual beings. Though Schopenhauer may have been mistaken in his sus- 
picion that the Song Dynasty Confucian exegetical master Zhu Xi was a forerunner of his 
metaphysics, he may have been quite interested to learn that Zhu also believed that com- 
passion offers us clues about the deepest nature of persons. 


21.3 Zhu Xi on Compassion as a Clue to Nature 


Zhu Xi RB (1130-1200) was at the forefront of the Song Dynasty reforms to the Confu- 
cian Civil Service Examination system, as well as the inheritor and foremost advocate of 
the philosophical “School of Coherence” (28 li xue). His elevation of and commentaries 
on the “Four Books” of the Analects, Mencius, Great Learning, and Maintaining Equilibri- 
um, along with the time-honored classic books of the ancient Zhou Dynasty as paramount 
for Confucian scholarship established his thought, with few interruptions, as canonical for 
the next seven hundred years of academic training in China. Inspired by several eleventh- 
century philosophical predecessors, Zhu formulates a distinction between the physical, 
animate, and in some beings conscious matter ( qi) that resides in the world and the 
“coherence,” “patterns,” or “order” (# li) according to which these things are designed 
and interact. To illustrate this relationship between gi and li, Zhu invokes various analo- 
gies, for example, that between a physical building and the design according to which it 
was constructed, or the physical seeing of eyes and the structures that enable them to 
have their visual capacities.* The distinction between physical matter and natural coher- 
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ence pervades everything, which means that it does not merely characterize nonliving 
phenomena but also the affective, cognitive, and moral lives of human beings. 


In both the ancient and medieval Confucian worldview, the heart-mind (it xin) is a physi- 
cal, bodily organ, and, as such, its sensuous, emotional, and reflective states are varying 
states of its matter (# qi). When the heart-mind’s matter is turbulent or opaque, ©. 355) 
the person is subject to all kinds of turmoil, agitation, confusion, and incomprehension, 
whereas when the heart-mind’s qiis tranquil, transparent, and clear, the person may at- 
tain heightened levels of self-mastery, attentive responsiveness, and intelligence. These 
two possible basic modes of awareness, occluded by turbulent upset of its matter and illu- 
minated when its qi has been calmed, are often referred to by Zhu as the “merely human 
heart-mind” (Avi ren xin) and the “heart-mind of the way” (j4t) dao xin).° All people, re- 
gardless of their status or lot, may become subject to both of these modalities, but when 
the heart-mind is captivated by desires and upset, its ability to understand the natural or- 
der and moral ideals is severely diminished. So ongoing forms of practice and even disci- 
plines of learning must be pursued in order to train the heart-mind to remain pure and 
translucent. 


A fascinating and crucial feature of Zhu Xi’s thought depicts a tranquil and lucid heart- 
mind as one that has achieved a certain equilibrium or harmony between the host of its 
inherent feelings (1 ging). For the heart-mind, as the preferred standard translation of it 
xin reflects, is not merely an organ of cognition, but one of feelings. In this analysis, Zhu 
follows an early second-century BCE Confucian text, the Zhong Yong or Maintaining Equi- 
librium, in seeing the nature or natural disposition (# xing) of the human heart-mind as 
being in a state of balance between all its possible emotions. It is by restoring and main- 
taining that state that one can guard oneself against the perils of the frenetic uproars of 
the heart-mind’s qi. But of all the possible emotions that can shatter the balance of feel- 
ings, desires (4K yu) are not only the most dangerous, but also the most unnatural, for, 
Zhu argues that, contra Buddhist insistences, we are not born with desires but only ac- 
quire them with life experience.® 


So certain kinds of intense feelings, particularly those feelings that are associated with 
impulses to acquire and possess certain things or other persons, must be quelled or 
calmed. However, the moral virtues most prized by Confucian thinkers are also manifest- 
ed as feelings, and these feelings must be cultivated such that they may be felt and ex- 
pressed in measures that are appropriate to the demands of circumstance. One of the 
most vital of these moral emotions is compassion or “inner pity” ({BB ceyin). Compassion, 
for Zhu, reveals something to us about the inherent moral nature, or moral coherence (#2 
li) of human beings. 


One of the earliest significant works on Confucian moral thought was the fourth- to third- 
century BCE text, Mencius (or Mengzi) which, though it had languished in Confucian 

scholarship for centuries, was raised by Zhu Xi’s educational curriculum to the status of a 
classic required for study. In one of the early books of Mencius, after the argument is giv- 
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en that the spontaneous pity one feels upon seeing an unsuspecting toddler about to fall 
into a well is proof of inborn human moral goodness, the text asserts, 


HI 2b, H2imth; ae 2b, Bim; ae, Sim; BIE, BZimts 
AZAzOintk, BRAD. Remmi ashes, BMA, BRAKE, 

©.356) RABBH, NAD imi Ke, VSRMALR, GXZIA, RZIME. VEZ, 
EMR; GRAZ, KEUBRE. 


The feeling of compassion is the sprout of benevolence. The feeling of disdain is 
the sprout of righteousness. The feeling of deference is the sprout of propriety. 


The feeling of approval and disapproval is the sprout of wisdom. People having 
these four sprouts is like their having four limbs. 


To have these four sprouts, yet to claim that one is incapable (of virtue) is to steal 
from oneself. To say that one’s ruler is incapable is to steal from one’s ruler. 


In general, having these four sprouts within oneself, if one knows how to fill them 
all out, it will be like a fire starting up, a spring breaking through! If one can 
merely fill them out, they will be sufficient to care for all within the Four Seas. If 
one fails to fill them out, they will be insufficient to care for one’s parents.’ 


The Mencius claims here that feelings such as compassion, disdain, deference, and the ca- 
pacity to approve and disapprove are feelings, or emotions of the heart (it) xin). In their 
turn, these feelings are said to be the “beginnings” (iim duan), a homophone of the word 
“sprouts” used in the preceding translation, of the moral virtues. Specifically, compassion 
is said to be the beginning or sprout of the highest of all virtues prized by Confucians, {F 
ren, the ability to care for others and ensure that all one’s relationships in life flourish. 
There is nothing in this passage from the Mencius to indicate that it is anything but the 
feelings of compassion, disdain, deference, and approval and disapproval that are them- 
selves the origins or roots of moral conduct. However, in Zhu Xi’s explication of this pas- 
sage in his commentary on the Mencius, these feelings are not themselves the beginnings 
of virtue but are the signs of virtue inherent not in the physical stuff of the human heart- 
mind, but in its indwelling coherence or order (3 li). 


(UBS, Zam, Oe, 24k, (ath. (0, 3, 2, B, Ht. bb, MHRA. 
im, 448. AR 2, MH ZAAT SMR, BAWE AMAR TIME. 


Inner compassion, shame and revulsion, deference and approval and disapproval, 
these are emotions (ts ging). Loving care, rightness, ritual propriety and wisdom, 
these are nature (l# xing). The heart-mind is that which unifies nature and emo- 
tions. 
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The extremities (iim duan), these are visible feelings (44 xu). Because it manifests 
(%£ fa) in emotions, the root (4 ben) of nature can become visible. It is like things 
(# wu) that are found within (4£ zai zhong) but their traces (#4 xu) are visible on 
the outside.® 


Zhu here performs a hermeneutic play on the term im duan, which in the original text 
clearly means “beginnings,” and he capitalizes on another of its possible meanings, “ex- 
tremities” or “end points.” If the feeling (t& ging) of compassion is an end-point, then in- 
stead of being the root of virtue itself, it is but a trace, a visible clue (44 xu) to something 
that lies deeper than it. The virtues like loving care ({— ren) are not then ©. 357) out- 
growths of human feelings like compassion, but are the underlying nature (# xing) that 
constitutes the moral possibilities of being human, and those possibilities lie in the natur- 
al coherence of the general human design, as it were. That is to say, once again, that feel- 
ings are not the beginnings of virtue, but merely the evidence that virtue is there. It is 
virtue that is at the root (A ben) of human feelings and not the other way round. The 
Mencius, as well as every other Confucian classic, is reinterpreted by Zhu to be arguing 
that compassion and other prized emotions, though they certainly help bring about the 
highest moral aims of human conduct, are clues to the natural pattern (A}# tian li) of hu- 
man existence. But because it is the natural coherence of all human life that serves as the 
basis for virtues, in principle, all human beings, with the right nurturing, education, and 
training, can become morally perfect. And on these grounds, Zhu can embrace the faith 
of all his Confucian predecessors in the ability of every person in the street to become a 
sage. 


21.4 Metaphysics and Outlook 


From our preceding examinations, it should be clear that, contrary to Schopenhauer’s in- 
trigued suspicions, there is little or no ground for believing that there is any kind of deep 
correspondence between his metaphysical system and the cosmology of Zhu Xi. For one 
thing, the line of text from the Asiatic Journal that captured Schopenhauer’s special atten- 
tion was not even a direct quote from any of Zhu’s writings but instead a characterization 
of its author, the Orientalist John Bruce, of some quotations he had found in the scholar- 
ship of William Milne. Furthermore, Schopenhauer places all of human rationality and 
natural order in the realm of “representation” (Vorstellung) and willing as closest to the 
thing-in-itself of all beings. Zhu, on the contrary, decidedly considered willing, and espe- 
cially willing in the form of human desires (4K yu), to be a movement of psychophysical en- 
ergy ( qi), while the actions and interactions of the universe were grounded in a meta- 
physically primary order or coherence (## li). In a general and formal, though important, 
sense, their systems of metaphysics are inverses of one another, with correspondingly dif- 
ferent axiological estimations of the roles of willing and rationality in human life and con- 
duct. 


Nonetheless, though again in a general and formal sense, there might be found some sig- 
nificant agreement between the Song Dynasty Chinese exegete and nineteenth-century 
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German philosopher with regard to the nature of compassion. While both would attest 
that compassion is experienced as an intense feeling for the suffering and misfortune of 
others, it also reveals something metaphysically fundamental about the human character 
and even nature as a whole. For Schopenhauer, compassion is in a strictly technical sense 
a motive of conduct, a possible overarching purposiveness of human action which follows 
a moral maxim that demands we help others. This maxim is in turn based on a metaphysi- 
cal insight that the apparent separateness between individuals is only a construction of 
representational knowledge and that, in fact, all individuals, being alike (. 358) manifes- 
tations of will, are of equal value. This is all to say that, for Schopenhauer, compassion is 
the most praiseworthy ethical motive precisely because it sees the essential nature of the 
world, a unitary willing, rightly, and comports people in their conduct toward others on 
the basis of that truth. 


For Zhu Xi, particularly given his reinterpretation of classical Confucian texts like the 
Mencius, compassion is the highest moral feeling because it is a manifestation of the 
highest virtue, {= ren, or loving care, that human beings are capable of. And the reason 
human beings are capable of this highest virtue is because it is inherent in their nature 
(t# xing), it is a possibility of feeling and conduct that constitutes that natural patterns (K 
3# tian li) of human beings. For both thinkers, then, compassion is not merely an emotion 
of interest to human psychology or anthropology, but it is incipient in the deepest recess- 
es of the natural order as a whole. It is, of course, a futile gesture to hypothesize about 
such things, but it is at least possible that Schopenhauer, had he known enough about 
Zhu’s system to recognize this similarity, may have been even more excited about it than 
the vague connection he conjured up when reading second- and third-hand characteriza- 
tions of Chinese thought by nineteenth-century Orientalists. 


And yet, this general resonance between Schopenhauer’s and Zhu Xi’s thought is bound- 
ed by an even more important disagreement. As we have seen, Schopenhauer did not be- 
lieve that compassion was a motive that appealed to every human being, or even could. At 
least from within the confines of his systematic philosophy, Schopenhauer persistently ar- 
gued that compassion could only serve as a motive of action for those with morally good 
intelligible characters. Those with other kinds of types of intelligible character, certainly 
not malicious or “bad” characters and not even “just” characters, could not be moved to 
consistently act to achieve compassionate ends. And, on an even more dire note, 
Schopenhauer was convinced that the intelligible character, being an “act of will outside 
time,” was forever fixed and unchangeable (WWR1)/pj, 289-90; 294). 


While there are passages where Schopenhauer admits that even “bad” persons can have 
a “presentiment,” that all people are manifestations of one will and that, by hurting oth- 
ers, they are only hurting themselves, that “presentiment” was too weakly received by the 
“bad” character to transform a “bad” person’s conduct (WWR1)p}, 365). It is for this rea- 
son that Schopenhauer constantly repeated the maxim of the ancients that “virtue cannot 
be taught” and that he maintained that, were it possible for all of a person’s motives and 
the entirety of their empirical character to be known, that person’s actions could be pre- 
dicted with the same accuracy as eclipses of the sun (WWR1)p}, 292). Indeed, perhaps the 
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most deeply pessimistic feature of Schopenhauer’s thought, even beyond the abstract 
metaphysical certainty he always gives voice to that it would have been better had the 
world never existed, is the fact that he did not believe that human beings could ethically 
change or grow, but only learn more about what kinds of character they possessed. The 
intelligible character of each person can only be “destroyed” or “negated” by ultimate 
mystical experience, on Schopenhauer’s view, and thus his formulation of the great “de- 
nial of the will to live.” Compassion then, for as beautiful and true a moral virtue as it is, 
cannot change anyone; it only serves as evidence of a uniquely and even rarely “good” in- 
dividual. 


(p. 359) This pessimism was quite removed from the worldview of the Confucian advocate 
Zhu Xi. For him, not only does the human species as a whole exhibit more moral potential 
than other animal species due to its possession of relatively rarified qi, but within each 
human being resides the entire gamut of moral possibilities that are embedded in the 
deep structure (## li) of personhood. This means that, with the appropriate degrees of dili- 
gence and constant practice, every human being can increasingly perfect themselves. 
And since the height of moral virtue, {£ ren, is a possibility of that deep structure, the 
feeling of compassion, when experienced and rightly cultivated, can make sages of us all. 
Though Schopenhauer—again, had he been more fully informed about Zhu’s thought— 
may have held this degree of Confucian “optimism” about human potential to have been 
naive and even contemptible, we can imagine how compassion in Zhu’s framework can 
play a more universally ennobling role than it is permitted to have in Schopenhauer’s phi- 
losophy. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter explores Schopenhauer’s jurisprudence in the context of his writings on law 
and justice. Consistent with the will-and-representation dualism in the grounding of his 
overall approach to philosophy, Schopenhauer’s analyses of law and justice are quite sep- 
arate from each other and decidedly dualist. Schopenhauer sees law as operating at the 
level of the world as representation; it simply regulates behavior for the common good. 
Consequently, his theory of law fits nicely within the philosophy of pragmatism that has 
lately become influential in some contemporary schools of jurisprudence. Schopenhauer 
sees justice as operating at the level of the world as will, the deep-down level of true real- 
ity that is all but foreclosed to our perceptions. In exploring the concept of justice, 
Schopenhauer sees what he refers to as “eternal justice” as being at the heart of the 
Problem of Evil that has beset philosophers and theologians for centuries. But he sees the 
virtue of justice, built on understandings of human solidarity that flow from the deep- 
down level of true reality, as the cure. His theory of justice thereby fits nicely within the 
idealist and communitarian philosophies that have lately become influential in some con- 
temporary schools of jurisprudence. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, law, jurisprudence, eternal justice, communitarianism, public-choice theory, pragma- 
tism 


Although Schopenhauer would certainly agree with the notion that laws should be just 
rather than unjust, “law” and “justice” are really two quite separate topics in his theoreti- 
cal understanding. Schopenhauer’s theory of law is practical and pragmatic. It yields con- 
cepts of law and legal responsibility that are distinctly behaviorist in tone, and modern 
scholarship in the area of legal pragmatism, law-and-economics, and public-choice theory 
suggests a trend in the direction of behaviorism.! Schopenhauer’s theory of justice, on the 
other hand, is genuinely ontological. It focuses on the fundamental nature of being itself. 


In the legal literature of the past and present, the concept of justice has almost always 
been examined from an epistemological vantage point.” Seldom have we seen, outside the 
natural law tradition, an ontological examination of justice, and that is exactly what 
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Schopenhauer gives us. With its ontological basis, including its focus on the inter-identity 
of all beings, Schopenhauer’s theory of justice bridges a gap that has long existed be- 
tween Western and Eastern approaches to philosophy.? Some modern and contemporary 
jurisprudential movements (e.g., civic-republican and communitarian jurisprudence) may 
be taking up the chord struck by Schopenhauer as they have of late taken an interest in 
the concept of “community.” And the idea of “community” in its most basic and most liter- 
al sense is at the heart of Schopenhauer’s definition of justice. Schopenhauer’s approach 
to law and justice is, of course, dictated by the dualist world that he posits in the title and 
throughout the content of his two-volume magnum opus, The World as Will and Represen- 
tation. 


19.1 Schopenhauer on Law 


“Law” in Schopenhauer’s thought simply refers to the various rules and regulations im- 
posed by governments on the governed. It addresses the problems associated with the 

(p. 312) everyday world that we experience around us—the world of phenomena—the 
world as presented (or re-presented) to us by the structure of our perceiving instrument, 
the self-conscious mind. The ideal government, Schopenhauer recognizes, would be one 
that produces “beings whose nature permits them generally to sacrifice their own good to 
that of the public” (WWR1)/pj, 343). But reality intrudes—reality in the form of the implica- 
tions that inhabit Schopenhauer’s dualist worldview of “will” and “re-presentation.” 


The fact that there is such a vast difference, in Schopenhauer’s thought, between the 
world as it appears and the world as it really is—between the world as appearance and 
the world as thing-in-itself—between the world as re-presented to us by the structure of 
our perceiving instrument and the underlying world as “will”—creates a strange and diffi- 
cult situation. The underlying world as thing-in-itself affirms itself. Affirming itself is the 
existential task of the “will.” Viewed from the world of appearances, the self-affirming ac- 
tivity of the “will” is subject to time, space, causality, and plurality—all the limitations and 
conditions imposed by the structure of the perceiving mind. But the “will” itself is time- 
less, space-less, cause-less, and un-individuated. In our everyday view, however, from our 
vantage point in the world of appearances, the “will” manifests itself in the time, space, 
causality, and plurality that condition our experience of phenomena. Most importantly, 
when the “will” affirms itself in the world of appearances, it does so as an individuated 
act of self-affirmation. In Schopenhauer’s thought, plurality is one of the conditions im- 
posed by the structure of the perceiving mind, and, as such, plurality applies only to the 
world of appearance, not to the world as thing-in-itself (i.e., the world as “will”). Since, at 
the deep-down level of true reality, all is an un-individuated “will,” the entire “will” exists 
in each apparently individual entity.* This situation naturally leads to an egoism that 
Schopenhauer posits as the all-pervasive original motivation in human beings. 
Self-affirmation in the plant and animal world appears in the all too familiar “law of the 
jungle,” with predator affirming itself at the expense of prey. At the human level, it as- 
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sumes moral proportions in phenomena ranging from selfish behavior all the way to 
Thomas Hobbes’s bellum omnium contra omnes.° 


In the individuated self-affirmation that the “will” imposes on us, Schopenhauer sees not 
only the source of the “egoism”—so well described in Hobbes’s bellum omnium contra 
omnes—but also the source of “wrong.” 


[S]ince the will manifests that self-affirmation of one’s own body in innumerable 
individuals beside one another, in one individual, by virtue of the egoism peculiar 
to all, it very easily goes beyond this affirmation to the denial of the same will ap- 
pearing in another individual. ... This breaking through the boundary of another’s 
affirmation of will has at all times been distinctly recognized, and its concept has 
been denoted by the word wrong [Unrecht]._ (WWR1)p}, 334) 


“Wrong” is, in Schopenhauer’s thought, such an inexorably prevalent result of the individ- 
uated self-affirmation that the “will” imposes on the human condition that it (i.e., 
“wrong”) is the norm and “right” is the exception, or, as Schopenhauer himself words it, 
“the concept of wrong is the original and positive; the opposite concept of (.313) right is 
the derivative and negative. ... The concept of right contains merely the negation of 
wrong” (WWR1)p), 339). 


Schopenhauer’s dualism yields some interesting conclusions for contemporary jurispru- 
dential theorists. At the phenomenal (i.e., world-as-representation) level—the level of 
everyday life—Schopenhauer is one with the legal economists and public-choice theorists 
who inhabit today’s law-and-economics movement. A theory of law should be behaviorist.® 
Schopenhauer found the essence of the behaviorist credo in Seneca’s Laws: “No sensible 
person punishes because a wrong has been done, but in order that a wrong may not be 
done” (WWR1)/p;, 349). Law must operate to cure the ills that beset us at the phenomenal 
level, where individuated self-interest reigns supreme. 


But the obvious cure for those ills of all-prevalent egoism is altruism (other-interest as op- 
posed to a self-interest), and altruism obviously cannot be mandated or legislated.’ The 
only thing that can be legislated is a mandated course of conduct whose results would be 
the same as those that would ensue if people were altruistically other-interested. The law, 
in Schopenhauer’s thought, can only affect behavior and cannot effect a change in will 
and disposition. Schopenhauer’s words: “will and disposition, merely as such, do not con- 
cern the State at all; the deed alone does so (whether it be merely attempted or carried 
out), on account of its correlative, namely the suffering of the other party. Thus for the 
State the deed, the occurrence, is the only real thing. ... If the State attains its object 
completely, it will produce the same phenomenon as if perfect justice of disposition every- 
where prevailed (WWR1)/pj, 344-45). 


Because of the egoism inherent in the individuated self-interest, there is a societal need 
for “law.” Altruism can neither be expected nor legislated. 
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The State is set up on the correct assumption that pure morality, i.e., right con- 
duct from moral grounds, is not to be expected; otherwise it itself [i.e., the State] 
would be superfluous. Thus the State, aiming at well-being, is by no means direct- 
ed against egoism, but only against the injurious consequences of egoism arising 
out of the plurality of egoistic individuals, reciprocally affecting them, and disturb- 
ing their well-being. (WWR1)p), 345) 


At first glance, the mischievous gremlin of “egoism,” so prevalent in Schopenhauer’s the- 
ory of law, seems to derail this apparently optimistic view of the State. The State itself, in 
Schopenhauer’s thought, is indeed infected with egoism: “[I]t is precisely from egoism 
that [the State] has sprung, and it exists merely to serve it. This egoism well understands 
itself, proceeds methodically, and goes from the one-sided to the universal point of view, 
and thus by summation is the common egoism of all” (WWR1)p}, 345). 


How can a State, “sprung” from egoism and existing “merely to serve” egoism (albeit 
from “the universal point of view”), “produce the same phenomenon as if perfect justice 
of disposition everywhere prevailed”?? Has Schopenhauer contradicted himself? 


The solution to the apparent contradiction lies in an understanding of what happens when 
egoism “goes from the one-sided to the universal point of view” (WWR1)/pj, 345). From the 
universal point of view, the State “is ... directed ... against the injurious ©. 314) conse- 
quences of egoism arising out of the plurality of egoistic individuals, reciprocally affect- 
ing them, and disturbing their well-being” (WWR1)p), 345). Just as each individual human 
being’s egoism is often at war with the egoism of every other individual human being in 
its incessant efforts to affirm itself and advance its individual well-being (Thomas 
Hobbes’s bellum omnium contra omnes), so, too, the State (“by summation ... the com- 
mon egoism of all” [WWR1)p}, 345]), in its incessant efforts to affirm and advance “the 
common egoism of all,” is similarly often at war with other egoisms (i.e., the individual 
egoisms of the chaotic gaggle of individual self-interested human beings). Affirming and 
advancing “the common egoism of all” somehow results in societal well-being, according 
to Schopenhauer. 


In this context, some may see an echo of the thought of the great eighteenth-century 
economist Adam Smith, a central figure in the scholarship generated by the law-and-eco- 
nomics movement.9 Smith wrote famously of an “invisible hand,” whereby somehow the 
apparent chaos of individuals acting in their own often-conflicting individual self-interests 
results in the general betterment of society. He held to such a theory not only in his eco- 
nomics treatise, The Wealth of Nations, but also in his work on ethics, his Theory of Moral 
Sentiments.'° Although Schopenhauer never mentioned Adam Smith in his magnum opus, 
one cannot help surmising that, in his doctrine on the State, Schopenhauer may have 
made Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” to some extent “visible”—or at least he gave a rea- 
soned explanation of an ontological basis behind Adam Smith’s “invisible hand.” 
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19.2 Schopenhauer on Justice 


In all that happens or indeed can happen to the individual, justice is always done 
fo 1t.:? 


Schopenhauer’s theory of law, directed as it is to behavior alone (i.e., the deed rather 
than the disposition or motive), may seem somewhat superficial to some of us today. If so, 
his theory of justice more than makes up for any perceived superficiality—it delves deeply 
into the very essence of the human psyche. 


Schopenhauer’s theory of justice, as his theory on law, draws initially on his doctrine of 
the affirmation of the will-to-live.!? At the human level, the affirmation of the will-to-live, 
as we have seen, assumes its worst moral proportions in Hobbes’s bellum omnium contra 
omnes. Its exercise in that context is usually regarded by individuals in possession of 
common sense as socially inappropriate, even morally wrong. As we have also seen, 
Schopenhauer’s theory of law addresses the damaging aspects of the conflicting and 
chaotic exercises of the will-to-live at the individual human level—but only the damaging 
aspects. Schopenhauer’s theory of law, as we have seen, is behaviorist. Beyond its pre- 
ventative and deterrent features, law does not address the cause of the conflicting and 
chaotic exercises of the will-to-live at the individual ©.315) human level—that is, the 
cause that lies deeply embedded in the human psyche. One recalls Schopenhauer’s 
words. 


[W]ill and disposition, merely as such, do not concern the State at all; the deed 
alone does so (whether it be merely attempted or carried out), on account of its 
correlative, namely the suffering of the other party. Thus for the State the deed, 
the occurrence, is the only real thing. (WWR1)p, 344). 


Schopenhauer’s theory of justice addresses the cause; that is, the perceived need for an 
altruistic element to offset the prevalence of the egoistic element in the human psyche. 
Addressing, as it does, the cause of the suffering brought about by excesses of the activi- 
ty of the will-to-live at the phenomenal level, Schopenhauer’s theory of justice deals di- 
rectly and intensely with what philosophy and theology refer to as the age-old “Problem 
of Evil.”!3 


In most systems of ethics and moral theology, the Problem of Evil is a stumbling block, or 
even an embarrassment, but not in Schopenhauer’s system. And the solution to the Prob- 
lem of Evil lies at the very heart of his metaphysics.!4 Most systems of ethics either 
founder or else wallow in circumlocutions when they confront the fact of the existence of 
evil in the world and try to reconcile it with either an all-good God or with the supposed 
essential goodness of human nature.!° The problem is impossible to avoid, and any sys- 
tem of ethics or moral theology must confront it. The conventional explanation, remark- 
ably consistent over the centuries and across many cultures, posits a judgment after 
death in which the oppressor receives his or her “comeuppance” and the oppressed re- 
ceives his or her reward. In contemporary times, that explanation seems not to be wear- 
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ing well, and a century and a half ago it ill-suited Schopenhauer, who quoted Euripides to 
impugn it. 


Do you think that crimes ascend to the gods on wings, and then someone has to 
record them there on the tablet of Jove, and that Jove looks at them and pro- 
nounces judgement on men? The whole of heaven would not be great enough to 
contain the sins of men, were Jove to record them all, nor would he to review them 
and assign to each his punishment. No! the punishment is already there, if only 
you will see it. (WWR2rp), 351)!° 


Schopenhauer’s solution to the Problem of Evil is presaged quite clearly in his meta- 
physics. Recall that for Schopenhauer the true reality, the thing-in-itself, of everything is 
“will”; and the timeless, spaceless, and causeless “will” is un-individuated. That is, there 
is a basic, very real, unity among all existence. We are more than our brother’s keeper. In 
the most basic ontological sense, we are our brother. Schopenhauer applies all this to the 
Problem of Evil. 


[T]he difference between the inflicter of suffering and he who must endure it is 
only phenomenon, and does not concern the thing-in-itself which is the will that 
lives in both. Deceived by the knowledge bound to its service, the will here fails to 
recognize (.316) itself; seeking enhanced well-being in one of its phenomena, it 
produces great suffering in another. Thus in the fierceness and intensity of its de- 
sire it buries its teeth in its own flesh, not knowing that it always injures only it- 
self, revealing in this form through the medium of individuation the conflict with 
itself which it bears in its inner nature. Tormentor and tormented are one. The for- 
mer is mistaken in thinking that he does not share the torment, the latter in think- 
ing he does not share the guilt. (WWR1)/pj, 354) 


At the deep-down level of true reality, according to Schopenhauer, tormentor and tor- 
mented are one and the same—the “will.” If the tormented shares the guilt, Schopen- 
hauer is quite correct in reaching the otherwise cryptic conclusion that “in all that hap- 
pens or indeed can happen to the individual, justice is always done to it” (WWR1)/p), 351). 
This is Schopenhauer’s doctrine of eternal justice. It is the “will” feeding on itself. 


19.3 The Virtue of Justice 


Can individual human beings, steeped as they are in the Problem of Evil, rescue them- 
selves? Or are they condemned inexorably to struggle in the bellum omnium contra 
omnes? It may seem anomalous to find in the teachings of the great Philosopher of Pes- 
simism!’ a doctrine of salvation from the torments of life, but it is there in his teachings 
on the virtue of justice. Indeed, Schopenhauer called justice “the first and fundamentally 


essential cardinal virtue.” !8 
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A slight digression: a century or so after Schopenhauer, Mohandas K. Gandhi, the sainted 
Mahatma of India, also wrote about the Problem of Evil, which he discussed in terms of 
“himsa,” a Sanskrit word carrying the connotation of violent harm or killing. 


We are helpless mortals caught in the conflagration of himsa. The saying that life 
lives on life has a deep meaning. ... Man cannot for a moment live without con- 
sciously or unconsciously committing outward himsa. ... [B]ecause underlying 
ahimsa (i.e., nonviolence) is the unity of all life, the error of one cannot but affect 
all, and hence man cannot be wholly free from himsa.!? 


It is well known that Gandhi's understanding of himsa (i.e., violence) led him to a doctrine 
of ahimsa (i.e., nonviolence) and through that to a positive and remarkable state of holi- 
ness and wholeness. Gandhi clearly viewed the “conflagration of himsa” as something to 
be striven against. One cannot envision Gandhi choosing the term “eternal justice” to ex- 
press the “conflagration of himsa,” but Schopenhauer did use the term “eternal justice,” 
and in doing so was suggesting that an understanding of what Schopenhauer calls eternal 
justice “is something to be sought and even embraced, something that can lead to virtue: 
... [E]ternal justice will be grasped and comprehended only by the man ©. 317) who rises 
above that knowledge which proceeds on the guiding line of the principle of sufficient 
reason and is bound to individual things. ... Moreover, it is this man alone who, by dint of 
the same knowledge, can understand the true nature of virtue ... although for the prac- 
tice of virtue this knowledge in the abstract is by no means required” (WWR1)pj, 354). 


How does “grasping and comprehending” eternal justice lead to an understanding of the 
true nature of virtue? Schopenhauer explained, and in doing so, he touched upon the un- 
derpinning of Gandhi’s ahimsa—the metaphysical identity of all being. 


[T]he most fundamental of all our errors is that, with reference to one another, we 
are not-I. On the other hand, to be just, noble, and benevolent is nothing but to 
translate my metaphysics into actions. To say that time and space are mere forms 
of our knowledge, not determinations of things-in-themselves, is the same as say- 
ing that the teaching of metempsychosis, namely that “one day you will be born 
again as the man whom you now injure, and will suffer the same injury,” is identi- 
cal with the frequently mentioned formula of the Brahmans, Tat tvam asi, “This 
thou art.” All genuine virtue proceeds from the immediate and intuitive knowledge 
of the metaphysical identity of all being. (WWR2;p), 600-01, emphasis added) 


It must be admitted that at this point Schopenhauer leaves conventional Western philo- 
sophical concepts behind. Up to a point he expresses himself as a philosopher using the 
vocabulary and the methodology of philosophy. But how can he describe a non-abstract, 
non-reasoned-to kind of knowledge in the vocabulary and methodology of philosophy? 
Here Schopenhauer calls upon myth and symbol.2° 


[T]hat great fundamental truth contained in Christianity as well as in Brahmanism 
and Buddhism, the need for salvation from an existence given up to suffering and 
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death, and its attainability through the denial of the will, hence by a decided oppo- 
sition to nature, is beyond all comparison the most important truth there can be. 


... But in order to understand the truth itself contained in this myth, we must re- 
gard human beings not merely in time as entities independent of one another, but 
must comprehend the (Platonic) Idea of man. ... Now if we keep in view the Idea of 
man, we see that the Fall of Adam represents man’s finite, animal, sinful nature, in 
respect of which he is just a being abandoned to limitation, sin, suffering, and 
death. On the other hand, the conduct, teaching, and death of Jesus Christ repre- 
sent the eternal, supernatural side, the freedom, the salvation of man. Now, as 
such and potentid, every person is Adam as well as Jesus, according as he compre- 
hends himself, and his will thereupon determines him. (WWR2j/p), 628) 


It is startling when we read Schopenhauer’s statement that “every person is Adam as well 
as Jesus” (even if the statement is qualified by the Latin adverb potentid, meaning “virtu- 
ally”). But if time, space, causality, plurality, and individuation are mere impositions of the 
structure of the perceiving mind and are not attributes of true reality (and this is precise- 
ly the claim of Schopenhauer’s entire metaphysical theory), then, ©. 318) “potentid,” 
every individual is, at that deep level of true reality, every other individual. There is an 
identity between Adam and each of us, between Jesus and each of us, and between Jesus 
and Adam.?! The source of the startling nature of the comment, therefore, lies not in its 
being inconsistent with anything Schopenhauer had said previously (it is quite consis- 
tent), but rather in its implications. If true, Schopenhauer’s statement at once solves two 
great theological enigmas: the doctrine of the inherited responsibility for original sin and 
the doctrine of the mystical body of Christ. Anyone raised in the Christian tradition will 
recall the difficulties that theologians have had in explaining how it is that each of us is 
saddled with the responsibility for the original sin of Adam, difficulties so obvious that 
they moved the monk Pelagius in the fourth century to deny the doctrine and to found a 
heresy that was still being addressed a thousand years later at the Council of Trent.?? In 
Schopenhauer’s thought, each of us is Adam, and the justice of holding each of us respon- 
sible for Adam’s sin exists at the level of what Schopenhauer refers to as “eternal jus- 
tice.”23 At the level of deep reality, we are more than our brother’s keeper—we are our 
brother. We are our neighbor. We are our enemy. Schopenhauer indeed startles and un- 
nerves us—not so much because he attacks what Christians believe as because he some- 
how seems to defend it so much better than Christians themselves have been able to de- 
fend it.?4 


But this metaphysical interidentity among us all is just that: metaphysical. It exists only at 
the deep level of true reality, a level that is all but foreclosed to our organs of perception. 
We must of necessity—a necessity imposed by the very structure of our perceiving minds 
—function at the level of phenomena, within the constraints of time, space, causality, plu- 
rality, and individuation, behind Brahmanism’s Veil of Maya.*° But there are occasional 
breakthroughs. At times the breeze of the Platonic Idea sweeps the veil aside momentari- 
ly and we get a glimpse of the unity of subject and object in aesthetics. And, at times, in 
our relations with one another, we have another glimpse at the deep level of true reality. 
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Aesthetics is often linked with ethics, and the two are not unconnected in Schopenhauer’s 
thought. Just as, in aesthetics, one can reach the level of the Platonic Idea and see 
through, as it were, the delusional separation of subject and object, so too, in ethics, one 
can also see through the delusion of plurality. The vehicle? Sympathy (or Compassion): 
“[Slympathy or compassion ... is ... the basis of justice and philanthropy, caritas” (WWR2)/p), 
601-02).7° 


Sympathy or compassion—the words are synonymous, one from the Greek, the other from 
the Latin, and both meaning “feeling with”—is the basis of the virtue of justice. But sym- 
pathy or compassion, in Schopenhauer’s thought, is not confined to the occasional emo- 
tional tear drawn from ardent theatergoers. It has an ontological basis in the human psy- 
che itself. 


[T]he world as thing-in-itself, the identity of all beings, justice, righteousness, phil- 
anthropy, denial of the will-to-live, spring from one root. ... [M]oral virtues spring 
from of that identity of all beings; this, however, lies not in the phenomenon, but in 
the thing-in-itself, in the root of all beings. (WWR2/pj, 610) 


319) 19.4 Justice and the Denial of the Will-to- 
Live 


The immediately preceding quote introduces us to an essential element in 
Schopenhauer’s theory of justice as a virtue: his curiously named doctrine of the denial of 
the will-to-live. Perhaps because Schopenhauer leaves conventional Western philosophi- 
cal concepts behind in dealing with his understanding of the underpinning of the virtue of 
justice and enters the world of myth and symbol, some commentators seem to have re- 
jected his doctrine of the denial of the will-to-live almost out of hand.” 


Because of the way in which it manifests itself in the world of appearances; that is, the 
world as re-presented to us through the structures of our perceiving mind (time, space, 
causality, plurality, etc.), the “will” which, at the human level, Schopenhauer refers to as 
the “will-to-live,”2° is involved in a delusion. Despite the countless individuals who inhabit 
the world, the will-to-live is un-individuated and is present, whole and entire, in each indi- 
vidual. Moreover, it seeks to affirm itself in this delusional milieu, often at the expense of 


itself. 


This delusional milieu in which the will finds itself is not unknown in the cultural tradi- 
tions that have developed over the years. Schopenhauer sees it in both Christianity and 
Hinduism. In Christianity, this delusion takes the form of the doctrine of Original Sin. 
Quoting the poet Calderon who wrote “[M]an’s greatest offence is that he has been born,” 
Schopenhauer concludes that “[i]n that verse Calderon has merely expressed the Christ- 
ian dogma of original sin” (WWR1)p), 355). In Brahmanism, Schopenhauer found this 
delusional milieu in the doctrine of the Veil of Maya: “ ... [T]he ancient wisdom of the Indi- 
ans declares that “it is Maya, the veil of deception, which covers the eyes of mortals, and 
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causes them to see a world of which one cannot say either that it is or that it is 
not” (WWR1)p), 8). “[I]t is ... individuation that keeps the will-to-live in error as to its own 
true nature; it is the Maya of Brahmanism” (WWR2!!, 601). 


Both religious traditions, of course, provide a solution for the human being’s predica- 
ment, and both employ the same word when they discuss their solutions: salvation. But 
the word “salvation” on the lips of the average Christian means something quite different 
from what it means on the lips of a Brahman. Christian salvation traditionally accommo- 
dates and preserves the individuality of the saved person. Hindu salvation does not. In 
fact, in Hindu philosophy (carried over into and developed more fully in Buddhism) exis- 
tence itself is transcended in the state known as nirvana (a Sanskrit word that is some- 
what paradoxically but correctly translated as both “enlightenment” and “extinction”).29 


In its final analysis, Schopenhauer’s “salvation” is much closer to the Hindu/Buddhist 
than to the traditional Christian understanding, although he couches it more often than 
not in Christian terminology.*° Salvation, for Schopenhauer, lies in the denial of the 
will-to-live, but this should not be understood superficially. Thinking simplistically, it 

(p. 320) would seem that the clearest and most direct route to salvation, in 
Schopenhauer’s mind, would be suicide. Suicide seems at first glance to involve a denial 
of the will-to-live. But Schopenhauer very clearly held to the contrary. Suicide, according 
to Schopenhauer, involves an affirmance and not a denial of the will-to-live. 


The suicide wills life, and is dissatisfied merely with the conditions on which it has 
come to him. Therefore, he gives up by no means the will-to-live, but merely life, 
since he destroys the individual phenomenon. ... [S]Juicide ... is a quite futile and 
foolish act, for the thing-in-itself remains unaffected by it. ... [I]t is also the mas- 
terpiece of Maya as the most blatant expression of the contradiction of the 
will-to-live with itself. (WWR1(p), 398-99) 


True salvation (i.e., true denial of the will-to-live) involves the “will” itself doing some- 
thing about the “veil of Maya.” It is not simply a matter of the “saved” individual choosing 
to ignore the delusion involved in the apparent plurality of things in the world. In 
Schopenhauer’s thought the individual human being has no free will and therefore cannot 
make such a choice. The only thing that has “free will” in Schopenhauer’s scheme of 
things is the will itself, as thing-in-itself. 


[I]f the will-to-live exists, it cannot, as that which alone is metaphysical or the 
thing-in-itself, be broken by any force, but that force can only destroy its phenom- 
enon in such a place and at such a time. The will itself cannot be abolished by any- 
thing except knowledge. Therefore the only path to salvation is that the will should 
appear freely and without hindrance, in order that it can recognize or know its 
own inner nature in this phenomenon. Only in consequence of this knowledge can 
the will abolish itself and thus end the suffering that is inseparable from its phe- 
nomenon. (WWR1)/pj, 400, emphasis in original) 
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Since, in the usual course of the world, the will is constantly involved in affirming itself in 
individual phenomena, most often at the expense of itself in other individual phenomena, 
the will is constantly sinking its teeth into its own flesh. The alternative to this unpleasant 
state of affairs is for the will to deny itself—not for the individual human being to deny 
the will, but for the will itself to deny itself, to become quiescent, to cease its aimless 
striving. This event—the will denying itself—can occur in the context of a human being’s 
life, and, when it does, something not unlike the Buddhist nirvana—something transcen- 
dent and inexplicable—occurs. 


[W]hat remains after the complete abolition of the will is, for all who are still full 
of the will, assuredly nothing. But also conversely, to those in whom the will has 
turned and denied itself, this very real world of ours with all its suns and galaxies, 
is—nothing. (WWRI1jp), 411-12) 


There is a point to human existence, according to Schopenhauer. True, the will is aimless. 
And true, “existence is certainly to be regarded as an error or mistake” .321) (WWR2)p), 
605). But there is a point, or an aim, of our existence, and, as Schopenhauer characteris- 
tically words it, it seems to be a trivial, negative point or aim. 


[Nothing else can be stated as the aim of our existence except the knowledge that 
it would be better for us not to exist. This ... is the most important of all truths. 
(WWR2/p}, 605) 


If indeed this is “the most important of all truths,” then we should, perhaps, analyze it 
carefully. The “aim of our existence” is “knowledge”—knowledge of a particular type. Our 
task in life is to acquire the knowledge that would enable us to conclude “that it would be 
better for us not to exist.” What kind of knowledge would enable us to draw that strange 
conclusion? The knowledge that the will-to-live, our very being-in-itself, is “involved in a 
delusion” (WWR2)p;, 606). But, of course, it can’t stop there. That kind of knowledge 
might lead to some sort of doctrine of ethical suicide, and Schopenhauer condemns sui- 
cide.*! It is, rather, knowledge such that the will itself can freely recognize the delusion in 
which it is involved, and can freely choose to abolish itself. It is not an abstract, 


reasoned-to kind of knowledge; it is intuitive and finds its expression in experience.*” 


In a way, it is difficult to see in Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the denial of the will-to-live, 
something that is very close to the profound religious conversion that lies at the heart of 
born-again Evangelical Christianity. Schopenhauer was an avowed atheist. But it is per- 
haps more difficult to ignore Schopenhauer’s own ultimate elucidation of his doctrine, 
steeped at its conclusion in born-again Evangelical terminology. 


[W]hen the principium individuationis is seen through, when the Ideas, and indeed 
the inner nature of the thing-in-itself, are immediately recognized as the same will 
in all, and the result of this knowledge is a universal quieter of willing, then the in- 
dividual motives become ineffective, because the kind of knowledge that corre- 
sponds to them is obscured and pushed into the background by knowledge of 
quite a different kind. Therefore, the character can never partially change, but 
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must, with the consistency of a law of nature, realize in the particular individual 
the will whose phenomenon it is in general and as a whole. But this whole, the 
character itself, can be entirely eliminated by the above-mentioned change of 
knowledge. ... [I]t is ... that which in the Christian Church is very appropriately 
called new birth or regeneration, and the knowledge from which it springs, the ef- 
fect of divine grace. (WWR\1)p), 403, emphasis in original) 


19.5 Schopenhauer’s Law and Justice in Con- 
temporary Jurisprudence 


The implications of Schopenhauer’s theory of justice for contemporary jurisprudential 
thought are as sweeping as they are profound. Contemporary jurisprudential thought, 

(p. 322) plagued as it is by polar inconsistencies in its views of humanness itself and with- 
out a metaphysical grounding for its tenets and propositions has been drifting back to- 
ward early twentieth-century forms of philosophical pragmatism.?° 


On the one hand, legal economists and public-choice theorists sometimes see the human 
being as nothing more or less than “an egoistic, rational, utility maximizer.”?4 On the oth- 
er hand, contemporary civic republicans and other communitarians see the human being 
as an entity fully capable of an altruistic cooperative solidarity.*° Both views cannot be 
true, yet both views command responsible adherents, leading some, like John Rawls and 
Adam Smith long before him, to strive for a melding of the two seemingly inconsistent 
views,°° with problematic success in each case. 


Schopenhauer’s theory of justice accommodates both views of humankind with ease. At 
the phenomenal level, the level at which we live our daily lives, the human being is an 
egoistic, rational utility maximizer, wallowing in the chaos of self-interest which perme- 
ates the affirmation of the will-to-live. And yet, according to Schopenhauer, that level of 
phenomenal reality is but an illusion. Deep down at the unfathomable level of the noume- 
nal, the human being is different. At the noumenal level, the human being is a oneness, a 
unity that goes even beyond “comm-unity,” beyond social siblinghood, a unity of all-en- 
compassing identity. 


The legal economists and public-choice theorists sense the phenomenal level of everyday 
reality. The civic republicans and other communitarians sense the noumenal level of eter- 
nal reality. Each grasps reality at a level which is incomplete, and contemporary jurispru- 
dence has come to sense that fact; that is, that neither the communitarians nor the econo- 
mists have successfully taken the measure of humankind. Hence the attraction of philo- 
sophical pragmatism with its skeptical attitude towards truth, wherein “the ideas of truth 
and falsehood, in their full development, appertain exclusively to the experiential method 
of setting opinion.”?” 
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It is an interesting fact that contemporary quantum physicists tell us that there are two 
levels of reality, or two “worlds” inhabited by us—a Newtonian world at the level of per- 
ception in which we are ruled by the principle of cause and effect, discreteness, and the 
arrow of time—and a quantum world at the unobservable level of bare existence in which 
all is one and one is all, and one and all are driven by the angst of tendency and probabili- 
ty.°8 Schopenhauer, as we have seen, tells us the very same thing in the context of his the- 
ory of justice. We inhabit two worlds—a legal world at the everyday level of phenomena in 
which we rule and are ruled by responsibilities, duties, rights, and entitlements, all con- 
trolling for what would otherwise be the law of the jungle—and a noumenal world at the 
unfathomable level of true reality in which the law of the jungle can be understood as an 
inexorable demand of eternal justice, the inevitable result of the “will” feeding on itself. 


Schopenhauer’s only answer to the duality between the phenomenal world of law and the 
noumenal world of justice was his advocacy of the denial of the will-to-live. He saw the 
denial of the will-to-live as the only way of reaching the otherwise unreachable and incor- 
porating into one’s consciousness that fundamental truth about human existence. 


(p. 323) It may be that the civic republicans and other communitarian theorists of today 
are trying, consciously or unconsciously, to do exactly that: that is, to touch the noumenal 
unity which lies at the deepest level of human existence, to free us from the individual 
self-interested utility maximization of the old “Adam” nature and bring us to the new spiri- 
tual aion of enlightenment and incorporation into the “Christ” nature. The civic republi- 
cans and other communitarians do seem to want to lead us from a present age or dion 
characterized by something unpleasant—an unsatisfying centering on isolating and divi- 
sive individual and group self-interests—to a new salvational age or dion characterized by 
something that has been missing—a productive spirit of solidarity and a recognition of a 
unifying interidentity among all of humankind. If so, Schopenhauer, for all his crusty mis- 
anthropy, may have something to contribute to their quest, for Schopenhauer’s doctrine 
of the denial of the will to live is a look at salvation from the vantage point of the unsaved. 


Whether Schopenhauer himself was “saved” is a matter between him and the God in 
Whom he disbelieved, but some might argue that his personal views and his crass social 
commentaries cast doubt on the matter. But Schopenhauer had a ready answer for those 
who would identify his personal and social views as sexist and anti-Semitic?9 and his 
many outbursts against those with whom he disagreed as peevish, petty, and malicious. 
Schopenhauer seemed to recognize his personal vulnerability on many a moral score 
when he wrote, in his magnum opus: 


It is ... just as little necessary for the saint to be a philosopher as for the philoso- 
pher to be a saint; just as it is not necessary for a perfectly beautiful person to be 
a great sculptor, or for a great sculptor to be himself a beautiful person. In gener- 
al, itis a strange demand on a moralist that he should commend no other virtue 
than that which he himself possesses. (WWR1)p), 383) 
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Schopenhauer’s decidedly salvational theory of justice is not the effort of a Gautama Sid- 
dhartha or a Christian mystic to explain what he or she has seen on the other side of en- 
lightenment or salvation. It is the affirmation of someone who has not been there that 
something is there, something ineffable, yet real—something that may just be worth the 
quest. 
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Notes: 


(1.) See, e.g., Richard A. Posner, The Problems of Jurisprudence (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1990), 169-84. 


(2.) The seminal and somewhat question-begging definition of “justice” is that of Ulpian: 
Honeste vivere, alterium non laedere, suum cuique tribuere—“To live honestly, to cheat 
no one, and to give each his due.” T. Cooper, The Institutes of Justinian (Philadelphia: P. 
Byrne, 1812), § III, at 6. Beyond that Roman principle of giving everyone his due, most at- 
tempts at defining “justice” have been content-based and have included notions of equali- 
ty and rationality. See 365-67 in Raymond B. Marcin, “Justice and Love,” Catholic Univer- 
sity Law Review, 33 (1984), 363-91. Insofar as “justice” has occasionally been treated on- 
tologically, it seems to have simply been recognized as having an almost unassailable 
claim of absoluteness attached to it, to the point where at least one commentator has ob- 
served, with perhaps only slight exaggeration, that “[a]ll wars have been fought by all 
parties in the name of justice, and the same is true of the political conflict between social 
classes.” Alf Ross, On Law and Justice (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1959), 
269. 


(3.) See, e.g., Marcin, “Justice and Love,” 363-91 (tracing the concept of justice from pos- 
itivist and Rawlsian Western models to the Gandhian concepts of ahimsa and Satyagraha). 


(4.) Schopenhauer’s words: 


[T]he will will everywhere manifest itself in the plurality of individuals. This plurality, 
however, does not concern the will as thing-in-itself, but only its phenomena. The will is 
present, whole and undivided, in each of these, and perceives around it the innumerably 
repeated image of its own inner being; but this inner nature itself, and hence what is ac- 
tually real, it finds immediately only in its inner self (WWR1)/p), 331-32). 


(5.) “War of all against all.” See Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (1651), edited by Richard 
Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 149. Schopenhauer heartily en- 
dorsed Hobbes’s thesis (see WWR1)p}, 333). 


(6.) On behaviorism in the context of law, see Posner, Problems of Jurisprudence, 169-96. 
In Posner’s view, “Behaviorism is the only practical working assumption for law, and its 
dangers have been exaggerated.” 


(7.) See, e.g., Marcin, “Justice and Love,” 363-91. 
(8.) See text at WWR1)p}, 345. 


(9.) See, for example, Adam Smith and the Philosophy of Law and Economics, edited by 
Robin Paul Malloy and Jerry Evensky (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Kluwer Academic 
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Publishers, 1994), and Jerry Evensky, Adam Smith’s Moral Philosophy: A Historical and 
Contemporary Perspective on Markets, Law, Ethics, and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007). 


(10.) See Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 
vol. 1, bk. 4, ch. 2 (1776), 9, Liberty Classics ed. (Indianapolis: Oxford University Press, 
1976), 456; and The Theory of Moral Sentiments, part IV, ch. 1 (1759), 10, Liberty Clas- 
sics ed., (Indianapolis: Oxford University Press, 1976), 184-85. 


(11.) The quoted passage is Schopenhauer’s doctrine of “eternal justice.” See WWR1)p), 
351 and the later discussion on eternal justice in this chapter. 


(12.) On the expression “will-to-live” in Schopenhauer’s thought—the “will” as the 
thing-in-itself of all reality is something like tendency or probability. There is no clear 
word for it because it is a transcendent concept. Schopenhauer calls it endless, aimless, 
limitless striving. In that sense, it is a tendency without an aim other than that of eternal 
becoming or flux. The “will” as re-presented to the perceiving mind of the human being, 
however, is seen as a will-to-live. The perceiving mind cannot understand an aimless ten- 
dency and so it separates will into two thoughts. In reality, the tendency is the existence. 
The perceiving mind, however, records it as a tendency to exist. Hence, at the human lev- 
el, a will-to-live. See WWR1)p}, 162-65, 275; and WWR2)/p), 349-60. 


(13.) Schopenhauer recognizes it in our common, everyday experience that “sees the 
wicked man, after misdeeds and cruelties of every kind, live a life of pleasure and quit the 
world undisturbed. It sees the oppressed person drag out to the end a life full of suffering 
without the appearance of an avenger or vindicator” (WWR2)pj, 353-54). 


(14.) See WWR2)p), 643. 


(15.) For Schopenhauer’s account of the circumlocutions that Christian theologians go 
through in their effort to reconcile the problem of evil with a supposedly all-good God, see 
his essay on Scotus Erigena (PP1/p), 61-64). 


(16.) The quoted language is from Euripides, Apud Stobaeus, Eclog., I, c. 4. 


(17.) See, for example, Frederick Copleston, SJ, Arthur Schopenhauer: Philosopher of Pes- 
simism (Andover, Hants, UK: Burns, Oates & Washbourne, 1946). 


(18.) For a survey account of Schopenhauer’s teachings on the virtue of justice, see BM/p), 
148-62. The quoted language appears on page 162. 


(19.) Mohandas K. Gandhi, An Autobiography: The Story of My Experiments With Truth 
(first published in 1927 and 1929 in the Gujarati language), translated by Mahadev Desai 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1957), 349. 


(20.) The importance of myth and symbol to psychology and metaphysics has since been 
widely recognized, especially in the writings of Carl Jung. See, for example, Carl G. Jung, 
Symbols of Transformation, translated by R. F. C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Universi- 
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ty Press, 1967); and The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, translated by R. F. C. 
Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1968); Carl G. Jung and Carl Kerenyi, Es- 
says on a Science of Mythology, translated by R. F. C. Hull (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni- 
versity Press, 1949); and James N. Powell, The Tao of Symbols (New York: Quill, 1982). 
Jung himself was strongly influenced by the writings of Schopenhauer. See Carl G. Jung, 
Memories, Dreams, Reflections, translated by R. and C. Winston (New York: Random 
House, 1963), 69-72. Both Jung and Schopenhauer saw Jesus Christ as the symbol or em- 
bodiment or personification of the goal of human existence; for Jung, the “Self” arche- 
type; for Schopenhauer, the denial of the will-to-live. See Jung, at 279 and WWR1)p) at 
405. 


(21.) Not incidentally, the strong connection between the phenomenon of Jesus and the 
phenomenon of Adam is recognized by Paul in his Epistle to the Romans 5:14. 


(22.) See John Hardon, SJ, The Catholic Catechism: A Contemporary Catechism of the 
Teachings of the Catholic Church (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1975), 99. 


(23.) For Schopenhauer’s treatment of Adam, original sin, and the Savior, see WWR1, 
5980. 


(24.) The clarity with which much (though obviously not all) of Schopenhauer’s thought 
fits the Christian mold has alarmed Frederick Copleston, SJ, who felt it necessary to ad- 
monish his Christian readers, through several pages of his monograph on Schopenhauer, 
that the philosopher should not be read as a Christian apologist. Frederick Copleston, SJ, 
Arthur Schopenhauer: Philosopher of Pessimism (Andover, Hants, UK: Burns, Oates & 
Washbourne, 1946), 209-12. 


(25.) On Brahmanism’s Veil of Maya in Schopenhauer’s thought, see Indu Sarin’s essay, 
“Schopenhauer’s Concept of Will and the Veil of Maya,” in Schopenhauer and Indian Phi- 
losophy: A Dialogue Between India and Germany, edited by Arait Barua (New Delhi: 
Northern Book Centre, 2008), 138-50; and Douglas L. Berger, “The Veil of Maya”: 
Schopenhauer’s System and Early Indian Thought (Binghamton, NY: Global Academic 


Publishing, 2004). 
(26.) See also BMjp), 162. 


(27.) See, for example, Bryan Magee, The Philosophy of Schopenhauer, revised edition 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), 242-43. 


(28.) See note 12 supra. 


(29.) See Heinrich Zimmer, Philosophies of India, edited by J. Campbell (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1951), 183, 448, 478-480, 666. 


(30.) Schopenhauer writes: “The doctrine of original sin (affirmation of the will) and of 
salvation (denial of the will) is really the great truth which constitutes the kernel of 
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Christianity. ...Accordingly, we should interpret Jesus Christ always in the universal, as 
the symbol of personification of the denial of the will-to-live” (WWR1)p), 405). 


(31.) See PP2;p}, 306-12, where Schopenhauer discounts all but one of the moral argu- 
ments against suicide. “The only valid moral reason against suicide ... lies in the fact that 
suicide is opposed to the attainment of the highest moral goal since it substitutes for the 
real salvation from this world of woe and misery one that is merely apparent” (PP2/p), 
309). 


(32.) See WWR1/p), 301, 383-84. 


(33.) See, for example, Posner, Problems of Jurisprudence; Steven J. Burton, An Introduc- 
tion to Law and Legal Reasoning (Boston: Little, Brown, 1995); Stephen M. McJohn, “On 
Uberty: Legal Reasoning by Analogy and Peirce’s Theory of Abduction,” Willamette Law 
Review 29 (1993), 191; Daniel C. K. Chow, “A Pragmatic Model of Law,” Washington Law 
Review 67 (1992), 755; Dennis M. Patterson, “Law’s Pragmatism: Law as Practice and 
Narrative,” Virginia Law Review 76 (1990), 937 and “Symposium on the Renaissance of 
Pragmatism in American Legal Thought,” Southern California Law Review 63 (1990), 
1753; and Steven D. Smith, “The Pursuit of Pragmatism,” Yale Law Journal 100 (1990), 
409. 


(34.) Dennis Mueller, Public Choice 1I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989). 


(35.) See, for example, Michael Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982); Kathleen M. Sullivan, “The Republican Civic Tradi- 
tion: Rainbow Republicanism,” Yale Law Journal 97 (1988), 1713; and Robert Cover, 
“Nomos and Narrative,” Harvard Law Review 97 (1983), 4. 


(36.) John Rawls’s “veil of ignorance” device (see John Rawls, A Theory of Justice 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1971) can be seen as a melding of the two 
views of humankind, starting as it does from a premise of self-interest but yielding com- 
munitarian results. See Marcin, “Justice and Love,” 372-78. Adam Smith’s device for 
melding the two views was the “invisible hand” whereby somehow the result of individu- 
als acting in their own self-interests is social betterment. See Adam Smith, An Inquiry In- 
to the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, vol. 1, bk. 4 ch. 2, p. 9 (1776) Liberty 
Classics ed. (Indianapolis: Oxford University Press, 1976), 456; and The Theory of Moral 
Sentiments, Part IV, ch. 1, p. 10 (1759) Liberty Classics ed. (Indianapolis: Oxford Univer- 
sity Press, 1976), 184-85. 


(37.) Justus Buchler, ed., Philosophical Writings of Peirce (New York: Dover Publications, 
1955), 37. 


(38.) See Raymond B. Marcin, In Search of Schopenhauer’s Cat: Arthur Schopenhauer’s 
Quantum-Mystical Theory of Justice (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America 
Press, 2006). 
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(39.) For Schopenhauer’s views on women, see PP2, Chapter XXVII. For Schopenhauer’s 
views on Judaism and Jewish people, see the essay in this volume by Jacob Golomb. 


Raymond B. Marcin 


Raymond B. Marcin is Professor Emeritus, the Catholic University of America School 
of Law. He is the author of In Search of Schopenhauer’s Cat: Arthur Schopenhauer’s 
Quantum-Mystical Theory of Justice (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America 
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Abstract and Keywords 


In this chapter, the author attempts to establish what is philosophically living and what is 
philosophically dead in Schopenhauer’s pessimism. Against the background of the intrigu- 
ing the history of the terms “optimism” and “pessimism”—in debates about Leibniz’s 
theodicy in the early eighteenth century and the popularity of Schopenhauer in the late 
nineteenth century, respectively—the author points up the distinction between affirming 
life, which all living beings do naturally, and subscribing to philosophical optimism (or 
pessimism), which is possible only for reflective beings like us. Next, the author notes the 
significance of Schopenhauer’s claim that optimism is a necessary condition of theism 
and explains its bearing on his pessimistic argument for the moral unacceptability of sui- 
cide. The chapter concludes that Schopenhauer’s case for pessimism is not conclusive, 
but instructive; his dim view of the prospects for leading a truly rewarding, worthwhile 
human life draws vivid attention to important questions about how and to what degree an 
atheistic world can nevertheless be conducive to human flourishing. 
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If one measures thoughts by their power, the stupidity of the Will is 
Schopenhauer’s greatest thought. ... No one would give the name “God” to some- 
thing stupid. 


—Nietzsche, 1875! 
The only thing that keeps me from killing myself is the will to live. 
—Ben Wanderhope in Peter DeVries’s novel The Blood of the Lamb, 1961? 


In this chapter, I examine Schopenhauer’s pessimism from three angles: a philological, a 

theological, and a practical-epistemological. In the first section, I bring to light the essen- 
tial interconnectedness of philosophical optimism and theism, thus preparing the ground 
for the themes I develop in Section 17.2. In Section 17.3, I turn to the question of suicide 

and investigate Schopenhauer’s response to an obvious challenge to his daunting view: 
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“Tf you’re such a pessimist, why don’t you kill yourself?” Although I will not argue the 
point explicitly, I believe that the enduring importance of Schopenhauer’s pessimism is 
better captured by his answer to this question than by his views on the well-worn sub- 
jects of suffering and happiness, pleasures and pains, and so on. 


I also believe that what mattered to Schopenhauer still matters to us, and I suspect that 
we have yet to develop substantially better answers than his or those of his theistic oppo- 
nents to the questions that make investigation into philosophical optimism and philosoph- 
ical pessimism worthwhile. But I do not support this suspicion directly either. 


17.1 Philology and Philosophy 


As Christopher Janaway observes, although Schopenhauer’s system “incorporated an ex- 
tremely negative evaluation of ordinary human life from the start,” he didn’t ©. 285) “ini- 
tially use the term ‘pessimism’ to describe it.”? But neither Janaway, nor any other 
Schopenhauer scholar I know of,‘ has taken this to be of more than incidental signifi- 
cance. In fact, the history of the words “pessimism” and “optimism” as terms of philo- 
sophical art has much to teach us about Schopenhauer’s reasons for thinking that pes- 
simism was true, important, and severely underrepresented in mainstream Western phi- 


losophy. 


A familiar joke asks: What’s the difference between an optimist and a pessimist? And it 
answers, They both think this is the best of all possible worlds. We get the joke, but no 
one before the middle of the nineteenth century could have; no one before then would 
have found the joke intelligible because the crucial words hadn’t yet acquired the senses 
necessary for understanding it. Surprisingly (to me anyway), the now familiar uses of “op- 
timistic” and “pessimistic” to mean “upbeat” and “downbeat” are latecomers to the field.° 
“Optimism” and “pessimism” began as technical terms in philosophy, with the second 
achieving currency long after the first. Philosophical pessimism—which, as we will see 
begins as Schopenhauerian pessimism—is an inherently reactive phenomenon; it arose in 
opposition to an established tradition of philosophical optimism.® 


In 1710, Leibniz had coined the term “optimum” on the model of “maximum” and “mini- 
mum.”” In 1737, the author of an article in the Mémoires pour I’Histoire des Sciences et 
des Beaux-Arts described Leibniz’s “system of the optimum,” the theory that this is the 
best of all possible worlds, in a single word: “optimisme.” Some twenty years later, 
Voltaire’s Candide, subtitled “sur l’Optimisme,” was an instant hit; and, in 1762, just 
three years after its publication, the Academie Francaise officially granted “optimisme” 
entry into the French language. The Oxford English Dictionary’s (OED) first citation for 
“optimism” in English is a straight borrowing from the French: the word is spelled “Opti- 
misme,” with a capital “O” and an “e” on the end, and occurs in a discussion of Candide 
by Bishop Warburton.® The OED’s first entry for “optimism,” spelled as it has come to be 
spelled in English, is from 1782. 
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In the 1760s, writing in the same publication that had ushered “optimisme” into print,? 
Jesuits hostile to Voltaire took to accusing him of “pessimisme.”!° Unlike optimisme, how- 
ever, this coinage didn’t stick. By “pessimisme” the anti-Voltairian Jesuits of the eigh- 
teenth century meant something unappealing (but not in any specific way) that could be 
plausibly foisted on the anti-Jesuit Voltaire. Once polemics between Jesuits and Voltairi- 
ans abated, the term disappeared, not to be revived for another century, and it was 
Schopenhauer who revived it, beginning in 1844 with a sprinkling of occurrences in the 
second volume of WWR. In the wake of the “pessimism controversy” !! of the later nine- 
teenth century, instigated by the surge of interest in Schopenhauer’s work after his death 
in 1860, the Academie gave its blessing to “pessimisme”!? in 1878, a hundred and twenty- 
six years after it had done the same for “optimisme.” The OED reports that “pessimism” 
emerged in English in the 1870s “as a term for the doctrine associated with Schopen- 
hauer and those philosophers influenced by him.” 


If we mark the original, Leibnizian sense of “optimisme” typographically (in English) as 
OPTIMISM, it becomes analytically true that to believe that this is the best of all possible 
worlds is to believe something OPTIMISTIC. But it is a serious question what bearing OP- 
TIMISM has on being optimistic in anything like the current understanding of such an 

(p. 286) attitude. Our joke reveals that this being the best of all possible worlds can be 
read either as an enthusiastic commendation of what is or as a rueful commentary on the 
limits of what’s possible. If this world is the best of a bad lot, that’s cold comfort, not 
cause for celebration. 


But Leibniz would have found it silly, or worse, to think that the best of all possible worlds 
could be the best of a bad lot. God chooses from all possible worlds, and if, per impossi- 
bile, the full set of eligible worlds didn’t include a single one that was good—good enough 
to be made actual—He would have elected not to actualize anything. Since God didn’t 
elect not to actualize any world, but instead to actualize this world, to believe that this is 
the best of all possible worlds is arguably to believe something reassuring. With God in 
the picture, OPTIMISM acquires an optimistic cast. 


Schopenhauer describes Leibniz as “the founder of systematic optimism” (WWR2)/p), 
§46)!5 and, at one unfortunate point, goes so far as to argue that his OPTIMISM has 
things exactly backward—that this is in fact the worst of all possible worlds. By “possi- 
ble,” Schopenhauer avers, we must mean “not what we may picture in our imagination, 
but what can actually exist and last.” Leibniz would presumably agree. You cannot refute 
OPTIMISM by simply imagining a better world than this one, and you cannot refute 
Schopenhauer’s rebuttal by simply imagining a world that is worse. And, continues 
Schopenhauer, when we note how delicate the complex balance of forces is that holds this 
world together, and how deep and ramifying seemingly insignificant changes can be, we 
should conclude that putative alterations for the worse aren’t possible: to try to make this 
or that worse than it presently is would spell the end of the world altogether. 


As Christopher Janaway justly remarks, Schopenhauer’s reasoning here is “very far from 
convincing.” !* That the conditions for the continuation of the world are “sparingly and 
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scantily given” does not mean that they couldn’t be changed to result in a world a little 
bit worse than this one. A turn for the worse, however small, is a turn for the worse. And 
if Schopenhauer, who is a determinist about the empirical world, thinks that this is the on- 
ly world consistent with laws and materials capable of existing in a stable condition for an 
appreciable period of time, the contrast between worst and best is eliminated. 


What’s more interesting, and stranger, about Schopenhauer’s ill-advised attempt to turn 
the tables on Leibniz is the way he concludes it with a thoroughly garbled “proof” of his 
thesis. “The fossils of entirely different kinds of animal species which formerly inhabited 
the planet,” he writes, “afford us ... records of worlds whose continuance was no longer 
possible and which were in consequence somewhat worse than the worst of possible 
worlds.” Unless we understand “the worst of possible worlds” as the worst of presently 
possible worlds, this is nonsense. And if it isn’t nonsense, then Schopenhauer’s argument 
undermines itself. For while dinosaurs may not presently be possible, they once were pos- 
sible, and the delicate balance of forces that held their world together is still holding our 
world together. As Schopenhauer knows perfectly well, when the world of the Mesozoic 
era unraveled, the world itself did not vanish. So, on his own showing, what follows the 
collapse of one world may be a marginally better world. 


As the somewhat tortured phrasing of the previous few sentences makes plain, we need 
to ask what makes two global conglomerations of things different worlds, rather ©. 287) 
than different states or parts or time slices of the same world. And we need to know how 
we are to compare and order distinct worlds in respect of goodness. Leibniz’s theism 
makes his OPTIMISM optimistic in crucial part by giving a measure of intelligibility to the 
idea that, before any of them is made actual, the totality of possible worlds could be 
ranked in order of relative goodness. Leibniz’s God takes the part of a judge in a literary 
competition: candidates—novels or, in God’s case, worlds—are inspected and a prize is 
awarded to the one judged best.!° In the case of possible worlds, the prize takes the form 
of actualization, being promoted from a merely possible world to the, actual, world. 


If you do not think that the universe is here by divine choice, you cannot think that it 
owes its existence to being plucked from a realm of the merely possible and given the 
stamp of actuality. And if there was no choice involved in the matter, it’s hard to see the 
point of questions about whether our universe is better than any of the others that might 
have been, but never were and never will be. One intelligible thing that might be meant 
by a quasi-Leibnizian OPTIMISM in a world without God requires us to shift from compar- 
ing possible worlds to one another to comparing possible states of this world to one an- 
other. But the thesis that our world is presently in the best condition it can ever possibly 
be in is surely no more plausible than the claim that it could never be in a worse condi- 
tion: at any given moment, the world is susceptible both to improvement and deteriora- 
tion in any number of respects. 


Against this background, Schopenhauer’s argument that the world was once worse than 
the worst of all possible worlds can be seen to be not just garbled, but perverse. Not only 
does the argument’s conclusion undermine its own major premise, but the whole exercise 
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distracts us from the key issues. Schopenhauerian pessimists deny that “the being of this 
world is justified through itself, and so should be lauded and prized” (WWR2, §17); they 
think that this world is fundamentally flawed, so that no possible improvements could 
“justify” its existence.!® In some sense of “fundamental,” it is virtually tautologous that no 
possible changes to the world can make a difference to its fundamental character. So 
Schopenhauer can grant that the world may improve (or deteriorate) in insignificant re- 
spects, but he is entitled to ask why that should matter to anybody. The question is 
whether, in essential, crucial respects, the world is worthy of appreciation and admiration 
and whether, in consequence, the lives human beings can live in it can be made worthy of 
commendation and endorsement.!” 


17.2 God and World 


“At bottom,” Schopenhauer writes, “optimism is the unwarranted self-praise of the real 
author [Urheber] of the world, the will-to-live, which complacently mirrors itself in its 
work” (WWR2)/p), 584). To get the point, we need to distinguish the optimistic self-praise 
of the will-to-live from its natural self-affirmation. All living organisms affirm their lives 
through and in living them. In useful terms not available to Schopenhauer, living is a 
homeostatic process aimed at maintaining a “dynamically stable state” by means of 

(p. 288) “internal regulatory processes that tend to counteract any disturbance of the sta- 
bility by external forces or influences.”!® In lay terms, beings that live cling to life, ward 
off threats to their lives, and so forth. In Schopenhauer’s terms, to live is to will life, and 
to will life is to affirm it. 


While everything that lives affirms its life by exercising its natural powers and striving to 
maintain them, animals that reproduce sexually also affirm life by eagerly generating 
more of it. In living, organisms affirm their lives; in reproducing sexually, they affirm life 
itself (or at least that of their species), and we are no exception.!9 In us, as in the rest of 
the living world, an inarticulate affirmation of life “lives in [the] veins as a power without 
understanding,”2° to borrow an apt phrase of George Eliot’s. But, unlike the rest of the 
animal kingdom, we can also think, understand, and inquire, and this makes it possible to 
for us think well of life (philosophical optimism) or ill of it (philosophical pessimism). 


But the Schopenhauerian will-to-live cannot think, understand, or speak, much less in- 
quire. So when, in systems of optimistic philosophy, the will-to-live praises itself—an un- 
dertaking that must be carried out in articulate terms—it can only do so through us. Nev- 
ertheless, in optimistic schemes of thought, Schopenhauer says, the will-to-live praises it- 
self, and we need to know what he can mean by this. What he has in mind, I suggest, is a 
contrast between our praising and esteeming the source of our existence and our praising 
and esteeming ourselves. I may be down enough on myself to have lost all inclination or 
ability to think well of myself. But I may still think, optimistically (in a sense that nicely 
bridges the technical-philosophical and the everyday), that it’s worth soldiering on. 
Things may improve, and, if they do, I may think better of my situation. I may regain my 
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ability to adopt hopeful views and take adversity in stride; I may chalk up the unpleasant- 
ness that so perturbed me to instructive experience. 


In Schopenhauer’s view, a mere determination to soldier on in the face of blank despair 
isn’t necessarily a sign of philosophical optimism; what matters is the rationale behind it. 
Animals that cannot speak or reason will fight against the longest of odds to survive—out 
of instinct, without deliberation. Human animals can behave similarly. Most of the time 
when we need to work hard to keep going, we do not ask whether it’s worth the effort. 
But we can also keep going for a reason, and if our reason for refusing to be beaten into 
submission is merely the prospect of things getting better, we are nonetheless showing 
optimistic colors.*! 


The second epigraph to this paper juxtaposes an implicitly invoked importunate sea of 
troubles that might drive the speaker to end them by ending himself to an explicitly regis- 
tered indomitable will to live that keeps him from doing this. To understand this idea opti- 
mistically the recognition that the only thing stopping you from killing yourself is the will- 
to-live must provoke a sigh of relief, make you happy to have had the helping hand, 
pleased that the will to live has prevented you from giving in to regrettable inclinations. It 
may be possible to believe that you ought to commit suicide, but find yourself unable to 
do it because of your will to live. In such a case you would be suffering from akrasia: the 
inclinations you regret would be those that are keeping you alive, not those that motivate 
you to stop living. 


(p. 289) In Schopenhauer’s pessimistic opinion, no one who is wise to the ways of the will- 
to-live, who knows that the world is nothing more than the will to live in objectified 
form,?? could be grateful to it for anything. And, as interpreters of Schopenhauer’s pes- 
simism, we need to distinguish the “to” from the “for.” Because it has no intelligence, the 
Schopenhauerian will-to-live cannot be the addressee of an attitude such as gratitude. In 
terms of my first epigraph, to be grateful to the will to live is surreptitiously to turn it into 
something divine. Only someone who believes that God is the real author of the world can 
be grateful to anyone for its existence. Given what Schopenhauer thinks the will-to-live is 
—a blind urge without consciousness or reason—it makes no more sense to be grateful to 
it than it does to be grateful to the Big Bang or Mount Everest. But we can be grateful for 
things in full awareness of there being no one and nothing to thank for them. We can be 
grateful that things have turned out as we had hoped they would, that the sun shone on 
our picnic, or the roulette ball landed in the right spot, even when it was happenstance or 
natural necessity that brought about the desired result. 


According to Schopenhauer, only someone already inclined to philosophical optimism will 
find it tempting to believe in God. Optimism, he says, is a necessary condition of “theism 
proper” (eigentichlen Theismus) (PP2;p}, 378), reminding us that theism was a necessary 
condition of making Leibnizian OPTIMISM an optimistic doctrine in our familiar sense of 
the term. Schopenhauer’s taking care to say that optimism is a necessary condition, 
specifically, of genuine theism suggests that he would not count some worldviews ordinar- 
ily taken to be theistic as the genuine article. He argues that “poly-theism” is a contradic- 
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tion in terms (i.e., that if there is a God, there is at most one).?° In effect, by “genuine the- 
ism” Schopenhauer means belief in the God of the Hebrew Bible and/or the so-called 
“God of the philosophers,” for example, God as understood by Descartes or Leibniz.** 


If optimism is required for (genuine) theism, theism must be sufficient for optimism. In 
general, philosophical optimism is a theoretical rationalization of our natural disposition 
to affirm life willy-nilly. In theistic optimism in particular, the blind will-to-live that actual- 
ly motivates us to live on and relish and promote life gets itself (mis)taken for an intelli- 
gent being. God, we might say is a mask or guise (a dis-guise) behind which the Schopen- 
hauerian will manages to praise itself with (as believers hope) a good intellectual con- 
science. 


Reflection on the account of the creation of the universe in the first chapter of the Book of 
Genesis throws the connection Schopenhauer sees between theism and the self-praise of 
the author of the world into relief. In the familiar story of those eventful six days “in the 
beginning,” the fact that God thinks well of his unprecedented handiwork is heavily un- 
derscored. “In the beginning, God said ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light; And God 
saw the light, that it was good”; and when the work of creation is done, “God saw every- 
thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good.”2° The Book of Genesis doesn’t tell 
us what it was about the world that God beheld that called forth his approving comments, 
whether, in admiring his Creation, the Lord God basks in his own reflected goodness and 
praises himself, or whether instead he appreciates the inherent goodness of what he has 
brought into existence, or both. 


(p. 290) Wherever the goodness comes from, if the Genesis account is true, both God and 
the world are good. According to Schopenhauer, the worldview of the Hebrew Bible is de- 
cidedly optimistic, but that of the Christian Gospels is thoroughly pessimistic. So while Ju- 
daism is an internally consistent religion, Christianity is fractured, awkwardly caught be- 
tween an optimistic metaphysics and a pessimistic ethics. Insofar as Christians profess 
adherence to what they call the Old Testament, they must believe in the Creation story of 
Genesis, with its God who is supremely good creating a world that is also (somehow) 
good. But insofar as they believe in the Saviour of the New Testament, Schopenhauer ar- 
gues, Christians must believe that life is a painful burden from which we need to be saved 
and the world a temporary structure due to come to a welcome end—and this is pes- 
simism. 


Christian apologists have tried to smooth over these issues by distinguishing between the 
world before the Fall and the life that was given to Adam, which were good, and the ru- 
ined condition into which we and the world have fallen thanks to Original Sin. From 
Schopenhauer’s perspective, this only means that Christians must strive to be grateful to 
God both for his having created the world and for having providing deliverance from it. 
And this is not really a coherent combination of attitudes: if we need to be delivered from 
it, the world cannot be good, and if it is good, we do not need to be delivered from it.2® 
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17.3 You and Your Life 


People who believe in God can have a reason quite different from Ben Wanderhope’s not 
to take their own lives. As we’ve seen, someone who is fed up with his lot yet recognizes 
within himself a surd will to put up with it nonetheless is not necessarily a philosophical 
optimist; that depends on his reaction to this recognition. Unlike someone who, optimist 
or not, carries on living because he cannot overcome the will to live, a theistic optimist 
typically thinks that suicide is to be shunned because it is contrary to God’s command- 
ment, “the Everlasting,” as Hamlet puts it, “[having] set his canon against self- 


slaughter”*’—perhaps because it was He who gave us life. 


A genuinely theistic reason for rejecting suicide must be an optimistic reason, and there 
can be no optimistic grounds for committing suicide. “Why not?” you may ask; “Isn’t it 
possible to believe that life and the world are fundamentally good, but also think that peo- 
ple may fall into circumstances in which dying as soon as possible, by your own hand if 
necessary, is preferable to continuing to live?” It may be possible to combine these views; 
however, it will not be optimism that motivates someone to end his life (or seek ways to 
have it ended for him), but beliefs about his circumstances and prospects. The point is not 
that no one who is a philosophical optimist can, on pain of logical inconsistency, endorse 
suicide under certain conditions, but rather that the endorsement will take some explain- 
ing: we will need to know how a good world can give rise to circumstances that make sui- 
cide desirable, what such circumstances might be, etc. 


(p. 291) When a Christian finds himself tempted to end it all but refrains from doing so on 
the grounds that this would conflict with his faith, we cannot, from Schopenhauer’s per- 
spective, automatically know whether his reasons for living on betoken philosophical opti- 
mism; it depends on how clear he is about his own faith. Christians who choose to live on 
because they believe that God forbids suicide may do so either because they are crypto- 
theists who do not appreciate the pessimistic core of their own creed, or because they do 
appreciate that core but express themselves in a misleading theistic idiom.?° If Christian 
doctrine is inherently confused, so are people who try to adhere to it. 


And what goes for Christians goes (mutatis mutandis) for the rest of us. Because of our 
long-ingrained habit of affirming it, we are predisposed when we consider the matter to 
think that life is a very good thing; it seems “only natural” to do so. The hard question is 
whether the joys and satisfactions of living can make the game worth the candle: opti- 
mists say, “yes”; pessimists, “no.” A further question is how a pessimistic “no” to the al- 
leged goodness of life and the world could be manifested in action: What would a pes- 
simistic ethics look like? Mightn’t the most effective and honest way to put pessimistic 
theory into practice be to kill yourself, to show your disdain for life by discarding it? If life 
really is “a business that doesn’t cover its costs” (WWR2)p), 574), why not cut your loss- 
es? Because, Schopenhauer would say, it is deeply immoral to do so; not, however, for 
reasons familiar to mainstream Western, optimistic thinking. 


Page 8 of 17 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer’s Pessimism in Context 


Schopenhauer first presented his pessimistic grounds for eschewing suicide in WWRI1, 
§69. Twenty-five years later, in WWR2, he did not deem the subject worthy of the expand- 
ed commentary he gave to other elements of his philosophy. Ten years after that, howev- 
er, he included a short essay on the topic in PP, the argument of which bears closely on 
our present concerns. “On Suicide” is mostly a diatribe against legal prohibitions against 
suicide, a characteristically acerbic attack on the idea that to kill yourself is to murder 
yourself, to carry out an unlawful killing.29 Schopenhauer observes that such prohibitions 
are an idiosyncratic feature of theistic cultures: “So far as I can see,” he writes, “it is only 
the monotheistic religions ... whose adherents regard killing yourself as a crime.” 


Monotheistic denunciations of suicide are “all the more remarkable, as nowhere in the 
Old or the New Testament do we find a prohibition against suicide, or even a decided dis- 
approval of it” (PP2;p}, 306).°° In consequence, “the teachers of religious doctrine have to 
base their condemnation of it on their own philosophical grounds,” for the patent weak- 
nesses of which they try to compensate by pious expressions of disgust. Given that nei- 
ther scripture nor the philosophical arguments of proponents of scripture supports either 
a legal or a moral prohibition against suicide, Schopenhauer conjectures that what moti- 
vates rabbis, priests, ministers etc., to insist so fervently on both is that “the voluntary 
giving up of life is a poor compliment to the one who said ‘everything is very good’... 
once again it would be the obligatory optimism of these religions which denounces the 
killing of oneself in order not to be denounced by it” (PP2, 279). 


The optimism of monotheistic thinking is “obligatory” both because monotheism entails 
optimism and because it gives rise to conceptions of ethics organized around the concept 
of moral obligation. Anticipating an influential argument of Elizabeth . 292) Anscombe’s 
by a hundred years, Schopenhauer sees the moral history of the West as marked by a de- 
cisive shift from a eudaimonist conception of ethics, signally exemplified by Aristotle, to a 
juridico-deontic conception, according to which “an ethics in legislator-imperative form is 
the only one possible” (BM, 125).°! In his essay on the basis of morality, Schopenhauer 
identifies this assumption as the “proton pseudos” (first error or false step) of Kant’s ethi- 
cal philosophy, but the point is not restricted to anything specifically Kantian. Kant’s false 
step is also mainstream modern moral philosophy’s false step: it is the assumption that 
being ethical is mainly a matter of fulfilling your moral obligations,** where the problem 
lies in the very idea of a moral obligation. For his part, Schopenhauer “recognise[s] no 
other origin for the introduction of the concept law, prescription, command into ethics 
than one that is foreign to philosophy, namely, the Mosaic Decalogue” (BM, 53-54).°% 
Theism, then, leads both to philosophical optimism and to an understanding of morality in 
quasi-legal terms, as a system of injunctions and prohibitions enforced not by the police 
and the courts, but (in the next world) by God Himself** and (in this world) by individual 
conscience. 


In any meaningful sense of the phrase then, you are, in Schopenhauer’s opinion, “at liber- 
ty” to end your life before nature ends it for you. But this doesn’t mean that nothing of 
moral value hangs on whether you do. As mentioned earlier, Schopenhauer is convinced 
that killing yourself is deeply immoral: by which I take him to mean, not only very im- 
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moral, but also immoral for deep, metaphysical reasons. But the only standpoint from 
which the immorality of suicide can be made evident, he tells us, is “much higher than 
that which European moral philosophers have ever occupied [and if] we descend from 
that very high point, there is no longer any valid moral reason for condemning 
suicide” (PP2;p}, 309). 


If theistic optimists inveigh against suicide because it contravenes God’s will, atheistic 
Schopenhauerian pessimists do so because it testifies to a callous disregard for anyone 
but yourself, and this brings back into view the distinction between life as such and your 
life in particular. As long as you are sane, you will not think that the end of your life spells 
the end of life itself. But it is life that the philosophical pessimist holds in disregard, and 
this is why killing yourself cannot be a way of putting pessimistic philosophical theory in- 
to practice. Once we recognize this, we have to ask what possibly could do this job. As 
we've seen, Schopenhauer thinks that in sexually reproducing animals the affirmation of 
life itself, as distinct from the affirmation of the life of a particular organism, is revealed 
in the intensity of the desire, not just to live, but to reproduce. But it is hard to see how 
an analogous distinction could be drawn with respect to denying life. Maybe you do, ina 
way, “deny” your life when you end it voluntarily, but what could you possibly do to deny 
life itself? Killing other people will not do the job: your victims will likely die affirming life 
as fervently as they ever did. 


From a biological point of view, death by suicide is just one among many cases of untime- 
ly death, brought about not by the natural course of events but by something untoward; 
whether you fall off a cliff despite your best efforts to be careful or throw yourself off it 
deliberately, you end up dying not of natural causes, but of the impact of your fall. From 
an ethical perspective, however, the two cases are very different—on ©. 293) anybody’s 
account, presumably, but especially on Schopenhauer’s. From Schopenhauer’s perspec- 
tive, suicide born of misery testifies to the self-frustrating character of the will-to-live in a 
uniquely pathetic and revealing way. For, while there can be no optimistic grounds for 
committing suicide, the will-to-live can, improbably enough, provoke people to end their 
lives rather than prolong them. 


All living organisms affirm life by affirming their lives; but in much of the animal king- 
dom, the life of one organism can only be maintained and affirmed at the expense of oth- 
ers. To some extent nature is “red in tooth and claw.” Moreover, from the point of view of 
an individual animal, death marks the end of what it has affirmed from birth. In its indi- 
vidual embodiments, the will-to-live strives ceaselessly to avert an inevitable outcome.*° 


Unlike other animals, we humans can devote ourselves to more than our own survival or 

that of our kin, and we can do this because we can think and inquire. In Schopenhauer’s 

terms, our ability to think is a consequence of the (scarcely comprehensible) fact that the 
will-to-live has managed to generate organs of thought; in and of itself, the will-to-live has 
no inkling of what it is or does, but through us it can generate ideas about this. Moreover, 
each of us knows that he will not survive indefinitely. And this makes the project of simply 
prolonging our days inherently problematic. Just as we can keep on living for a reason, as 
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opposed to unthinkingly, so, too, we can live for a reason. We can distinguish merely ex- 
tending our days from enjoying them, merely living from living well or flourishing, and we 
can take survival as such to be worthwhile only as a necessary condition of flourishing. 
For its part, living well can be regarded as its own reward, in no need of a further “rea- 
son for.” 


Things that live can flourish but can also merely subsist; they can thrive or barely sur- 
vive. In both philosophy and ordinary life, it is common to construe human flourishing in 
terms of human happiness, and, if we do this, we will need to decide how to respond if we 
become miserable with no prospect of improvement. In such a circumstance, we may 
think it better not to live at all than to live miserably. If, believing ourselves to be insur- 
mountably miserable, we act on this maxim, it would seem that the will-to-live has failed 
to do its job; it hasn’t kept us from killing ourselves. Au contraire, Schopenhauer argues, 
in such circumstances it is precisely the will-to-live that has driven us to suicide. 


How can the will to live motivate the voluntary end of one of its animal embodiments? By 
reproducing within an individual organism the familiar relationship between predator and 
prey, killer and killed. Someone who kills himself is both perpetrator and victim of homi- 
cide, and (sometimes) his reason for killing himself is that he sees no way to live well. But 
this doesn’t mean that he stops wanting to live well, wishing he could live well, or think- 
ing that others are living well. He may still think well of human life or think that he thinks 
well of it; it is just that he is no longer willing to live it in his own person. As Schopen- 
hauer puts it, someone who kills himself to end his misery “wills life, and is dissatisfied 
merely with the conditions under which it has come to him” (WWR1)pj, 398); it is his on- 
going desire to live well that motivates a preference for not living at all if the only way to 
live on is to live very badly. People driven by misery to end their misery by ending their 
lives don’t necessarily give up on life; they give up only on their own life, the one that has 
led to such unbearable suffering. 


(p. 294) The moral standpoint that reveals why, in Schopenhauer’s opinion, it is wrong to 
kill yourself depends in crucial part on the value of compassion. While putting an end to 
my life may put an end to all further suffering of mine, it may increase your suffering 
greatly, and I may know this. If, under such circumstances, I choose not to keep going, I 
show myself to be unwilling to give the same weight to your suffering as I do to mine. So 
far, it may seem, so familiar: whenever someone’s killing themselves would lead to a net 
increase in suffering, for example, it will be morally criticizable on utilitarian grounds. By 
the same token, however, from a utilitarian standpoint, if my committing suicide would 
lead to a net decrease in suffering, it would be meritorious of me to undertake it. 
Schopenhauer couldn’t disagree more profoundly. 


In the ordinary course of events, selfish behavior aims to benefit the one behaving selfish- 
ly: I scant you to benefit me. When, knowing that my suicide will cause you pain, I kill my- 
self anyway, your suffering is real, but my “benefit” is Pickwickian. What causes you to 
suffer and me to stop suffering is the cessation of all further benefits (or harms) for me. 
In Schopenhauer’s view, a suicide born of misery demonstrates that there are no limits to 
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peoples’ capacity to refuse to acknowledge any claim of the well-being of others on their 
actions and decisions: as long as I don’t have to be, the suicide says, nothing else matters. 


Whereas utilitarian moral thinking, like the moral thinking of the ancient Stoics, will con- 
done suicide under certain circumstances, Schopenhauer denies that it is ever morally ac- 
ceptable to kill yourself,?° and in this he resembles his theistic optimist opponents more 
closely than he might care to admit. Nobody chooses to be born, and nobody can choose 
not to die, not to be mortal. But when a human being chooses to die at a time of his own 
appointing, he does something analogous to arrogating to himself a divine privilege; he 
does to himself what God in the sixth chapter of the Book of Genesis would have done to 
his creation had he really “blotted out” all living things instead of sparing Noah and the 
animals in his ark. It is the hubris implicit in the very idea of suicide that makes carrying 
out the act so singularly appalling to Schopenhauer. 


2KARK 


When a recent commentator tells us that Schopenhauer’s pessimism is rooted in “a redis- 
covery of the problem of evil,”?’ he gestures at something important but gets it back- 
ward. The (traditional) problem of evil is tied to theism: it is the problem of how an all- 
good, all-knowing, all-powerful being could allow any evil at all, and that problem makes 
no sense if responsibility for whatever evil there is cannot possibly be assigned to such an 
entity. Schopenhauer’s problem is the inverse of the traditional problem of evil: it is the 
problem of how a blind, ignorant will-to-live can give rise to anything good—and his pes- 
simistic answer is that it cannot. 


Schopenhauer’s reasons for thinking that the will-to-live cannot produce a world worthy 
of our good opinion are beyond the scope of this chapter. As I intimated at the outset, I 
hope here only to have established that his reasons for thinking such reasons are needed 
are philosophically significant. Granted that the world does not care about us, or any- 
thing else, is its fundamental character nevertheless conducive to our well-being ©. 295) 
and/or that of some of our fellow creatures? Or does it merely permit some of its crea- 
tures to flourish some of the time? If so, how many, and how much of the time? And why 
is itso hard to figure out what the well-being of human creatures consists in? What’s the 
connection between the nature of the world and the nature of human flourishing? To work 
through Schopenhauer’s pessimism carefully and sympathetically is to realize how hard 
and how worthwhile these questions are, and how regularly they are brushed aside or 
swept under the carpet in present day philosophical debates. 
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Notes: 


(1.) An unpublished note from 1875, in Samtliche Werke: Kritische Studienausgabe, edit- 
ed by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (Berlin/New York: Walter DeGruyter, 1967- 
1977), 8.46. 


(2.) Peter DeVries, The Blood of the Lamb (University of Chicago Press, 2005), 118. 


(3.) “Schopenhauer’s Pessimism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Schopenhauer, edited 
by Christopher Janaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 319. 


(4.) Myself included, in “Schopenhauer’s Pessimism and the Unconditioned Good,” Jour- 
nal of the History of Philosophy 33 (1995), 645. 


(5.) The earliest OED citation for “optimism” in the sense of “hopefulness and confidence 
about the future; ... a tendency to take a favourable or hopeful view” is from 1859, about 
a hundred years after the word entered the language in its technical philosophical sense. 
Remarkably, the same time lag is found in the exemplary quotations for pessimism: the 
earliest citation that isn’t connected to the Schopenhauerian context in which the term 
was introduced is from 1967! 
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myo“ 


(6.) A survey of his use of “optimism,” “pessimism,” and their cognates reveals that 
Schopenhauer takes pessimism to be first and foremost anti-optimism. Occurrences of 
“optimism” (in its different grammatical forms) outnumber those of “pessimism” by a fac- 
tor of five to one. 


(7.) That is, the formation of a count noun (maximum, minimum, optimum) from a su- 
perlative adjective (“maximus,” minimus,” “optimus”). 


(8.) Warburton writes in a letter to Richard Hurd, July 8, 1759, that “the professed design 
[of Voltaire’s book] is to ridicule the Optimisme, not of Pope, but of Leibnitz” (Richard 
Hurd and William Warburton, Letters from a Late Eminent Prelate to One of His Friends, 
2nd edition [London: T. Cadell and W. Davies, Strand, 1809], 289). 


(9.) Commonly known as the Journal de Trevoux, the name of the town in which it was 
published. 


(10.) Joshua Foa Dienstag, Pessimism: Philosophy, Ethic, Spirit (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2006), 9; Dienstag thanks M. Aurelian Demars for this fascinating piece 
of history. 


(11.) As Frederick Beiser calls it, in After Hegel: German Philosophy 1840-1900 
(Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), ch. five, 158-215. 


(12.) Dienstag, Pessimism, 9. 


(13.) Quotations from Schopenhauer in the next three paragraphs are to this section of 
WWR2. 


(14.) Christopher Janaway, “Schopenhauer’s Pessimism,” in The Cambridge Companion to 
Schopenhauer, edited by Christopher Janaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 322. 


(15.) In a paper of 1689 entitled, “On Freedom,” Leibniz writes that “many stories, espe- 
cially those which are called ‘romances’ are possible, even if they do not find a place in 
this series of the universe which God has chosen” (Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz: Philosophi- 
cal Papers and Letters, edited by Leroy E. Loemker [New York/Dordrecht: D. Reidel, 
1970]), 263-66. I owe this reference to Yual Chiek. 


(16.) The scare quotation marks around “justify” are meant to prompt the question, what, 
outside of a theistic context, it could it mean to justify the existence of the world. 


(17.) And this, for present purposes, is my answer to the question what, apart from its be- 
ing created by God, could justify the existence of the world: if the world is conducive to 
human beings (and at least some other animals) leading worthwhile lives, its existence is 
justified; but otherwise not. 


(18.) Excerpted from the OED definition for “homeostasis.” 
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(19.) What seduces us into life, Schopenhauer writes, “can be ... seen in the longing looks 
of two lovers; it is the purest expression of the will-to-live in its affirmation” (WWR2)/p}, 
§45). What Schopenhauer would say about plants that reproduce sexually is a good ques- 
tion, but not one I will address in this chapter. 


(20.) Daniel Deronda (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1995 [1876]), 536. 


(21.) This sort of thinking is well conveyed in lyrics to Burt Bachrach’s “Raindrops Keep 
Falling on My Head” from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969) when the singer/ 
narrator insists that no amount of adversity the world may be able to throw at him can 
beat him down since happiness is sure to cross his path soon enough. 


(22.) Strictly speaking, Schopenhauer’s world as representation is objectified will-to-live 
in its entirety, in both its animate and its inanimate parts. To account for the evident fact 
that some things exist that are not alive, Schopenhauer must give his metaphysics a vital- 
ist twist of an unorthodox sort: he must hold that all existence is infused with the impulse 
to live (i.e., to exist in a heightened form). 


(23.) “The polytheism of the ancients,” he writes, “is something utterly distinct from the 
mere plural of monotheism” (PP2;p}, 362). 


(24.) Among philosophers Schopenhauer’s restriction of theism, properly so-called, to 
monotheism—and his tacit assumption that if there were a God, then God would have to 
be supremely powerful, knowledgeable, and righteous—are far from idiosyncratic. 
Leibniz’s arguments for this world’s being the best of all possible worlds make no sense 
without these assumptions. Conceiving of God (singular) as a rational chooser able to ac- 
tualize or not actualize a given world, Leibniz can reason that the world God actualized, 
our world, is the uniquely best world on the grounds that (a) rational choice is inherently 
optimizing, and (b) if two or more worlds were equally good, and superior to all the rest, 
God would be in the situation of Buridan’s ass and would recognize this, and so would not 
actualize any world at all. 


(25.) King James translation, Genesis 1:4,31. 


(26.) Schopenhauer’s critique of Christianity opens up an interesting perspective on the 
major religions of the East and the West. Because he takes theism to be resolutely and 
unequivocally optimistic, and takes the Hebrew Bible to be resolutely and unequivocally 
theistic, Schopenhauer is driven to conjecture that “the New Testament must somehow 
be of Indian origin” (PP2;p), 380), in which case it would have roots in the same intellectu- 
al soil that produced the pessimistic doctrines of ancient Hinduism and Buddhism. In 
world-historical terms, Schopenhauer’s Christianity is a misbegotten child of the pes- 
simism of the atheistic East (the hosts of Hindu deities not qualifying as gods, and Bud- 
dhist teachings taken to be avowedly atheist) and the optimism of the monotheistic West. 
For a searching discussion of Schopenhauer’s understanding of Christianity and refer- 
ences to further literature on the topic, see Janaway, “Schopenhauer’s Christian Perspec- 
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tives,” in The Palgrave Schopenhauer Handbook, edited by Sandra Shapshay (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 351-72. 


(27.) Hamlet, 1 ii, 132-33. 


(28.) In a recent discussion of Schopenhauer on salvation and “the apophatic,” Andrew 
King, a propos Schopenhauer’s affinity for the writings of the German Christian mystic 
Meister Eckhart, asks (“poignantly” as Janaway aptly puts it): “Is Eckhart a crypto-athe- 
ist, or Schopenhauer a crypto-Christian?” (“Philosophy and Salvation: the Apophatic in 
the Thought of Arthur Schopenhauer,” Modern Theology 24 [2005], 253-74). According to 
Schopenhauer, to understand pessimism, theism, and Christianity correctly is to see that 
the answer to both of King’s questions is a resounding “Yes,” with the proviso, perhaps, 
that it would be more accurate to call Christians crypto-Schopenhauerians than the re- 
verse. 


(29.) The German “Selbstmord” builds the unlawfulness of suicide into the very word for 
the act, “selbst” meaning “self,” and “mord” meaning “murder.” 


(30.) Since Schopenhauer leaves the Koran out of it, we can take “monotheistic religion” 
here to be tantamount to what has come to be called “Judeo-Christianity.” 


(31.) The shift from an aspirational ethics, ethics as about what you would do best to 
strive for, to an imperatival ethics, ethics as about what you are morally required to do, is 
described by Anscombe as a matter of “the ordinary ... terms ‘should,’ ‘needs,’ ‘ought,’ 
‘must’ ... [acquiring] a special [specifically moral] sense by being equated in the relevant 
contexts to ‘is obliged to,’ or ‘is bound’ or ‘is required to,’ in the sense in which one can 
be obliged or bound by law, or something can be required by law” (“Modern Moral Philos- 
ophy,” in Collected Philosophical Papers, Volume III: Ethics, Religion, and Politics, [Min- 
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1981/1958]), 30. 


(32.) This assumption is common to what is arguably the present-day mainstream both of 
consequentialist and deontological moral theory—camps that are routinely assumed to 
differ profoundly on how moral obligations are to be established. The two factions agree, 
however, on the preeminence of obligation as a guiding concept in ethical thinking. 


(33.) Anscombe also thinks that Christianity—which, she says, in sharp contrast to 
Schopenhauer and without mentioning him, “derives its ethical notions from the 

Torah” (30)—played a crucial role in the shift in Western philosophy from eudaimonistic 
ethics to imperatival ethics. 


(34.) This is, of course, a distinctly Christian way of putting it. Schopenhauer takes the 
fact that the Hebrew Bible contains little to nothing about an afterlife to be evidence of 
its candid, worldly optimism. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob rewards the faithful 
of Israel with prosperity in the here and now, not supernal bliss in an alleged hereafter. 
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(35.) Insofar as the sexual drive just is the drive to reproduce, an animal that manages to 
procreate has not lost everything that it affirmed. Nevertheless, when it dies, it loses the 
precondition of its affirming anything at all. 


(36.) More precisely, he denies that it is ever morally acceptable to kill yourself in order 
to end your own unhappiness. 


(37.) Frederick Beiser, Weltschmerz: Pessimism in German Philosophy 1860-1900 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 


Mark Migotti 


Mark Migotti teaches in the department of philosophy at the University of Calgary 
and has published on Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, Peirce and pragmatism, and the 
nature of promising and penalties. He is the co-author (with Richard Sanger) of 
Hannah’s Turn, a play about the romantic liaison between Hannah Arendt and Mar- 
tin Heidegger that premiered at the Summerworks Theatre Festival in Toronto, Cana- 
da, in August 2011. His long-run projects include a book on Nietzsche’s early philo- 
sophical development and a book on his critique of morality. 


Page 17 of 17 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


The Moral Meaning of the World 


The Moral Meaning of the World a 


Christopher Janaway 
The Oxford Handbook of Schopenhauer 
Edited by Robert L. Wicks 


Print Publication Date: Apr 2020 
Subject: Philosophy, History of Western Philosophy (Post-Classical) 
Online Publication Date: May 2020 DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190660055.013.21 


Abstract and Keywords 


It is sometimes assumed that Schopenhauer regards existence as meaningless, and it 
seems that pessimism should be associated with meaninglessness. However, Schopen- 
hauer insists that there must a “moral meaning” to the world because human beings have 
a metaphysical need: we must see the world as pointing to a higher purpose beyond itself. 
Schopenhauer rejects theism and any optimistic higher purpose, but regards Christianity, 
which he views as pessimistic, as correctly identifying the higher purpose: negation of the 
will, which will bring “salvation.” There is, however, a difficulty in construing this mean- 
ing as “moral.” Schopenhauer regards morality as a case of willing the well-being of oth- 
ers, but also as a step toward will-lessness, so there is a question whether the “meaning” 
is coherently characterized. Nietzsche’s analysis of Schopenhauer seems correct: after 
abandoning any theistic or optimistic meaning, Schopenhauer raises the question 
whether existence has any meaning at all, but his positive answer retains the commit- 
ment to self-negation that he found in Christianity. 


Keywords: meaning, pessimism, morality, negation of will, Christianity, Nietzsche 


It is easy to come away from Schopenhauer’s works with the impression that he regards 
existence as meaningless. After all, he writes, 


It is truly unbelievable how vacuously and meaninglessly [Bedeutungsleer] 
(viewed from the outside) and how dismally and insensibly (viewed from the in- 
side) life flows away for the vast majority of human beings. It is a feeble yearning 
and a torment, a dream-like whirl through the four ages of life through to death, 
accompanied by a series of trivial thoughts. They are like mechanical clocks that 
are wound up and go without knowing why; whenever someone is begotten and 
born, the clock of human life is wound again so it can play the same hurdy-gurdy 
that has already been played countless times, movement by movement, beat by 
beat, with insignificant [unbedeutenden] variations. (WWR1, 348) 
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The idea here is that each life, when viewed from a distance, abstracting from its particu- 
lar goals and projects, comes and goes without apparent meaning and that, even from 
within each person’s own life, no meaning is discerned because we do not really know 
why we go on living (Schopenhauer says of every human being “when asked why he wills 
in general, or why in general he wills to exist, he would not have an answer and in fact 
the question would make no sense to him” [WWRI1, 188]). Moreover, all of this is not just 
a subjective impression, in Schopenhauer’s view: as he emphatically states in chapter 46 
of the second volume of The World as Will and Representation, human life genuinely has 
the property of Nichtigkeit—nothingness, vanity (in the sense of being in vain). The will, 
which is our essence, achieves no final satisfaction that amounts to real happiness, and 
no amount of transitory satisfaction compensates for the suffering to which any individual 
being (as a manifestation of the will) is inevitably subject. Worse still, it is not just that 
each petty individual life is in vain. The whole of existence shares the same emptiness. 
For the whole world is this aimless will. It has no positive value and is rather ©. 272) to be 
lamented than rejoiced over. Schopenhauer even states that, given the nature of our exis- 
tence, it would have been better not to have existed: “A mature weighing of the matter 
yields the result that complete non-being [das gdnzliche Nichtseyn] would be preferable 
to an existence [Daseyn] like ours” (PP2, 242).! So is not existence, the existence of the 
whole world, meaningless for Schopenhauer? The answer, perhaps surprisingly, is No. 


We may have a tendency to group meaninglessness together with pessimism and pres- 
ence of meaning together with optimism, or at least with the absence of pessimism. Sure- 
ly the pessimist will be the one who finds no meaning in the world? But this is emphatical- 
ly not the case for Schopenhauer. For one thing, he asserts that the world must have a 
meaning, on pain of failing to satisfy a fundamental human need. And furthermore, as I 
shall argue, he sees pessimism precisely as the key to the world’s having such a meaning. 
In what follows we shall consider how Schopenhauer arrives at this position and whether 
he succeeds in expounding a coherent meaning for the world. 


16.1 The Need for Meaning 


First, we find Schopenhauer claiming that there must be what he calls a moral meaning 
to the world. In a rather dramatic passage in Parerga and Paralipomena, he writes, 


That the world has a mere physical but no moral significance [Bedeutung] is the 
greatest, most ruinous and fundamental error, the real perversity of the mind and 
in a basic sense it is certainly that which faith has personified as the antichrist. ... 
Yet as certain as the feeling of a moral significance of the world and of life is, still 
clarifying it and unravelling the contradiction between it and the course of the 
world is so difficult that it was left to me to explain the true, only genuine and 
pure foundation of morality, which is therefore everywhere and always effective, 
along with the goal to which it leads. (PP2, 183-84) 
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There are many points of note here. First, the significance (or meaning) of the world is 
“moral” and can be understood by grasping the “foundation of morality.” Second, there is 
also a goal, end, or aim (Ziel) to which morality leads. Third, the moral meaning of the 
world stands in contradiction to the “course” of the world (dem Laufe der Welt)—the 
course, that is, of the very same world. The world runs on in a way that counters its own 
meaning. Fourth, the fundamental error of finding no moral significance or meaning is 
equated with “the antichrist,” showing that Schopenhauer regards his view of the world’s 
meaning as continuous with a view found in Christianity. 


In another passage Schopenhauer calls the meaning in question “metaphysical” or “tran- 
scendent”: “everyone bears within himself the conviction, however vaguely, that the 
world does not have merely a physical meaning but instead something like a metaphysi- 
cal one, and even that with respect to such meaning our individual actions ... are . 273) 
actually of transcendent significance” (PP2, 239). It may be true that some or all of us 
have this kind of conviction. Why, though, is the conviction correct? Why would it be such 
a drastic mistake to think otherwise? Schopenhauer’s answer is that all humans have a 
constitutive need for metaphysics. He spells out this foundational thought in a chapter of 
the second volume of The World as Will and Representation, entitled “On Humanity’s 
Metaphysical Need.” The human being is a “metaphysical animal” and, by nature, seeks a 
kind of interpretation of reality that “claims to go beyond the possibility of experience, 
which is to say beyond nature or the given appearance of things, in order to disclose that 
which in some sense or other conditions appearance; or in common parlance, about what 
is hidden behind nature and makes it possible” (WWR2, 173). Metaphysics takes two dis- 
tinct forms, philosophy and religion. Philosophy’s concern is with truth in the literal sense 
(sensu proprio), which religion can never provide. The positive use of religion, however, is 
to provide truth in the allegorical sense (sensu allegorico), thus satisfying the metaphysi- 
cal need for the benefit of the great mass of people who are not capable of philosophy. 


As we saw with his reference to the “antichrist,” Schopenhauer is in an important respect 
on the same side as religion, and specifically of Christianity. There is a tradition of inter- 
pretation that strongly emphasizes this continuity. For instance, Paul Deussen, 
Schopenhauer’s early twentieth-century follower (and founder of the Schopenhauer- 
Gesellschaft) called him philosophus christianissimus—the most Christian philosopher.? 
While Schopenhauer rejects any conception of a personal God and any notion of the 
world’s being created out of nothing,* and while he shares the common view that the ad- 
vance of science in the nineteenth century has caused a decline in religious belief and will 
eventually make it redundant, he does not accept that an exclusively naturalistic, scientif- 
ic account of the world is satisfactory. Schopenhauer explains that a mere physics, or phi- 
losophy of nature, will always be inadequate because it gives us understanding of a mere 
surface, of appearance, whereas “metaphysics aims beyond appearance itself to that 
which appears” (WWR2, 187); in other words, the thing in itself. Despite this talk of what 
is “beyond” and “hidden behind” nature, Schopenhauer also insists that his metaphysics 
is immanent in that “it never breaks entirely free of experience but rather remains noth- 
ing more than an interpretation and analysis of experience” and “never speaks of the 
thing in itself other than in its relation to appearance” (WWR2, 192). He claims that his 
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metaphysics is rooted in and gives an interpretation or “deciphering” of what is given in 
inner and outer experience (WWR2, 192). So his metaphysics of the thing in itself could 
be called a unifying and sense-making account of the world as we experience it.° 


In Schopenhauer’s view, then, to think that there are only naturalistic truths about reality 
is to deprive ourselves of an in-built human need. If there were no metaphysics at all, nei- 
ther religious nor philosophical, then what Schopenhauer calls the mere “course of the 
world,” one thing succeeding another in physical reality, one human individual arising, 
striving, suffering, and perishing, only to be succeeded by countless others, must indeed 
remain fundamentally meaningless and fundamentally unsatisfying. But if we land our- 
selves in that position we are in serious error, in Schopenhauer’s view. ©.274) There must 
be some purpose beyond the world. In another passage he explains that the fundamental 
error of finding no meaning may be perpetrated by those who regard the world as an end 
in itself, or its own purpose (Selbstzweck). Some rival views to his own, namely panthe- 
ism and “mere fatalism,” cannot assign the world a moralische Bedeutung precisely be- 
cause “in assuming the latter the world always manifests itself as a means to a higher 
purpose” (PP2, 94).° If it were a Selbstzweck, it could not signify or point to any purpose 
beyond itself, and that would negate the possibility of the kind of meaning for which we 
have need. So, in other words, if the world has a moral meaning, then the world is a 
means to a higher purpose. And if we fail to assign it a higher purpose, we fail to find 
moral meaning and remain caught in the pernicious error. We will avoid that error only if 
we accept that the world should be viewed as a means to a higher purpose. 


But what exactly is the higher purpose? Schopenhauer’s programmatic statement already 
contains within it something of a conundrum because of its dual form, linking the elucida- 
tion of the all-important meaning both to a “foundation of morality” and to a “goal to 
which it leads.” Independently of the question of how this goal is to be characterized, a 
potential problem of interpretation seems to open up. Is the meaning-giving goal some- 
thing distinct, beyond morality, to which morality merely “leads”? And, if so, does the 
meaning of the world lie in the foundation of morality as such, or in the further goal, or 
somehow in both? Before squarely addressing this question, a preliminary task will be to 
explore these two notions in turn. 


16.2 The Foundation of Morality 


Schopenhauer’s foundation of morality is presented most clearly in the final chapter of 
the essay On the Basis of Morals. In the preceding chapter of the essay (chapter 3), 
Schopenhauer has argued that compassion is the sole basis of moral action and that what 
characterizes the compassionate agent is “making less of a distinction ... between himself 
and others” (BM, 249). In the final chapter he turns to the related questions of meta- 
physics and meaning. He states that the ethical significance (ethische Bedeutsamkeit) of 
human actions must be metaphysical and that “the final summit in which the meaning of 
existence [Bedeutung des Daseyns] culminates must be the ethical [das Ethische]” (BM, 
245). In the remainder of the chapter the issue of metaphysical meaning is addressed 
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through the claim that the genuine moral agent, who acts out of compassion toward oth- 
ers, is seeing the world aright because the ultimate truth is that individuation is an illu- 
sion. Each human being is not really distinct from the All, and the foundation of morality 
is its being based in cognition of this truth. 


This at least gives us a clear sense in which the “moral meaning” of the world stands in 
contradiction to the course of the world. This world as manifest to us empirically is in- 
escapably individuated: we find ourselves as individuals separated by the forms of space 
and time, which Schopenhauer always refers to as the principle of individuation (principi- 
um individuationis). As empirically separate individuals, we each have a_ ©. 275) built-in 
drive to promote and satisfy one particular individual’s natural needs and desires and a 
propensity to regard the individual as the center of the world. In Schopenhauer’s famous 
image, 


Just as a captain sits in a boat, trusting the weak little vessel as the raging, bound- 
less sea raises up and casts down howling cliffs of waves; so the human individual 
sits calmly in a world full of sorrow, supported by and trusting in the principium 
individuationis, which is how the individual cognizes things as appearance. 
(WWR1, 379) 


Morality taps into a deeper meaning because it shows us that the principium individuatio- 
nis is not to be trusted. It intimates that individuals are less separate than they appear 
and, ultimately, not separate at all. Yet, at the same time, we cannot lightly throw off our 
sense of individuality and its associated egoism, which is endemic in every individual (ani- 
mal as well as human) because it is “linked ... with his innermost core and essence, and 
indeed is properly identical with it” (BM, 190). Thus egoism, and the outlook that as- 
sumes the individual as important and real, will inevitably continue to determine the 
course of the world despite its allegedly erroneous construal of ultimate reality. 


There might be different ways of interpreting Schopenhauer’s notion of “seeing through 
the principium individuationis” (WWRI1, 405). Taken at its most literal, it would mean 
ceasing to believe that individuals are real and explicitly assenting to a metaphysics of 
the One. In the essay On the Basis of Morals, Schopenhauer is not overconcerned to dis- 
criminate between versions of this broad metaphysical position. He invokes the Vedas and 
Upanisads with their doctrine that dtman is brahman, then a whole host of parallel theo- 
ries, including the Eleatics, Neo-Platonism, Sufism, Spinoza, and even Schelling (BM, 
251-52). So, in order to “see through individuation,” one need not believe specifically that 
the world is will. Action with moral worth is not tightly dependent for its foundation on 
the literal truth of Schopenhauer’s own metaphysics: his is just one version of the re- 
quired position. 


But if moral agency merely reflects the illusoriness of individuation rather than requiring 
theoretical adherence to a metaphysical doctrine, we might also canvass another reading 
of “seeing through” that makes it an even looser notion. We ordinarily say that someone 

“sees through” something when they are not deceived as to its worth. Metaphysics aside, 
for the ordinary, straightforward agent, trusting in the principle of individuation presum- 
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ably means locating supreme value in one’s own individual existence and in satisfying the 
desires that pertain to it. Not trusting in the principle of individuation would correspond- 
ingly signify one’s not finding privileged value there, not regarding the individual and its 
ends as mattering any more than all other parts of reality. Being able to adopt that evalu- 
ative attitude as an agent is arguably more central to the foundation of morality for 
Schopenhauer than adopting any metaphysical belief. For Schopenhauer holds that 
“moral excellence stands higher than all theoretical wisdom” (BM, 253), so that, in acting 
out of compassion, the ordinary agent already embodies the insight that sees through the 
principle of individuation. While there is no doubt that Schopenhauer holds the meta- 
physics of nonindividuation as true, the ordinary person .276) who, in acting morally, 
ceases to trust in the principium individuationis need have no explicit cognition of this 
truth. 


The point remains, however, that the true significance of moral action for Schopenhauer 
is its tracking of the alleged metaphysical truth. The moral agent is acting and appre- 
hending others in line with the kind of metaphysics that Schopenhauer holds true and 
may be said to have an incipient distrust of individuation as such. We are now in a posi- 
tion to elucidate Schopenhauer’s claims that “with respect to [moral] meaning our indi- 
vidual actions ... are actually of transcendent significance” (PP2, 239) and that “the ethi- 
cal significance of actions must be at the same time a metaphysical one” (BM, 245). Any 
action of genuine compassion reveals to the agent, at an intuitive, pre-theoretical level, 
that she relates to the world as a whole in a manner entirely different from the way ap- 
pearance naturally suggests. The agent is not truly distinct from the world and therefore 
not distinct from other individuals. So this kind of human action has a higher moral or 
ethical significance because, in implicitly displacing value from its apparent center—that 
isolated individual afloat in an alien world—it reveals a truth about the world as a whole 
and the self’s relation to it. 


16.3 The Final Goal 


Now recall once again that, when promoting his claim that there must be a moral mean- 
ing or significance to the world, Schopenhauer mentions not only the foundation of moral- 
ity, but also the “the goal to which it leads” (PP2, 184). Much evidence suggests that the 
goal, end, or purpose to which Schopenhauer alludes is the negation of the will, the ces- 
sation of desire. He says, for example: “it is pain and suffering that work towards the true 
goal [den wahren Zweck] of life, the turning of the will away from it” (WWR2, 651). Some 
of Schopenhauer’s most famous and most eloquent passages are devoted to this topic. 


We can gather ... how blissful life must be for someone whose will is ... calmed for- 
ever, indeed extinguished entirely except for the last glowing spark that sustains 
the body and is extinguished along with it. Such a person who, after many bitter 
struggles with his own nature, has ultimately prevailed completely, remains as on- 
ly a pure, cognizing being, as an untarnished mirror of the world. Nothing can 
worry him anymore, nothing more can excite him, because he has cut all the thou- 
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sands of threads of willing that keep us bound to the world and which, in the form 
of desires, fears, envy and anger, drag us back and forth amid constant pain. He 
gazes back calmly and smiles back at the phantasm of this world that was once 
able to move and torment his mind as well, but now stands before him as indiffer- 
ently as chess pieces after the game is over, looking like discarded masks the 
morning after Carnival, although their forms taunted and disturbed us the night 
before. (WWRI1, 417) 


(p. 277) 


[W]e might figuratively call the complete self-abolition and negation of the will, 
the true absence of will, the only thing that can staunch and appease the impulses 
of the will forever, the only thing that can give everlasting contentment, the only 
thing that can redeem the world. ..—we might call this the absolute good, the 
summum bonum. We can look upon it as the one radical cure for the disease 
against which all other goods—such as fulfilled wishes and achieved happiness— 
are only palliatives, only anodynes. (WWR1, 389)’ 


If “all other goods” are inferior to the self-abolition and negation of the will, where does 
this leave the value of morality? The notion that there is a higher value to which morality 
merely “leads” suggests what has been called an “instrumental” interpretation of the val- 
ue of morality: the view that morality is ultimately valuable just in so far as it facilitates or 
prepares the way for the turning, or self-abolition, of the will and an eventual state of will- 
lessness.® Such an interpretation is supported by many passages. Schopenhauer says that 
the moral virtues of justice and loving kindness “encourage self-denial, and thus the nega- 
tion of the will to life” (WWR2, 621). And in a letter of November 20, 1844, to Johann Au- 
gust Becker, he makes these explicit remarks: 


You ask: for whom moral actions have value?—For him that performs them. ... Now 
as to what this value of moral action ultimately rests on— ... the value that such 
actions have for the one who performs them himself is a transcendent value, inas- 
much as it lies in their leading him towards the sole path of salvation, i.e. deliver- 
ance from this world of being born, suffering and dying. ... So this contains the re- 
ally final elucidation concerning the value [Werth] of morality, which value is not 
itself something absolutely final [ein absolut Letztes], but rather a step towards 

it. (GB, 220, my translation) 


The notion of “final value” chimes with a number of passages in which he describes the 
apparently totally will-less state of motivational withdrawal from the world as the “final 
goal” of existence.’ Though there is a good in an agent’s alleviating or preventing suffer- 
ing solely for the sake of the would-be sufferer, the “final value” accrues to the agent, 
who is thereby placed upon the path to salvation or revealed to be already upon it. My 
acting morally is then ultimately, and more importantly, good for me, in Schopenhauer’s 
view. 
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16.4 A Coherent Meaning? 


It was suggested earlier that, by linking the putative meaning of the world both to the 
“foundation of morality” and to a distinct “goal,” Schopenhauer may make it harder to un- 
derstand how it is that just one single meaning is at stake. Now that we have seen that 
the goal, purpose, or end is the negation of the will, the difficulty seems to assume a more 
specific form. First, if the meaning we must seek (on pain of pernicious error) lies ©. 278) 
in this final state toward which morality is only a step or means, why is it to be called a 
“moral” meaning? If the meaning lies beyond morality and consists in having one’s will 
turned away from the world, and from any action that intervenes in the world, then what 
is “moral” about it? To see the acuteness of this difficulty, consider the following points. If 
we take him literally at his word, Schopenhauer thinks that the ultimate state of salvation 
or deliverance is one of “true absence of will [wahre Willenslosigkeit]” (WWR1, 389). By 
contrast, the moral agent, in acting out of compassion, “wills someone else’s well- 

being” (BM, 201). To be moral is to will a specified end; to be delivered from the world is 
to cease willing. It may be that Schopenhauer’s talk of total will-lessness, or absence of all 
desires, is hyperbolic. After all, it is the naturally occurring desires of the “will to life” 
that must crucially be lost: that is to say, self-regarding desires centered upon the 
individual’s pleasure and well-being and desires for acts that propagate the species. 
Schopenhauer says that “it ... amounts to the same thing if, instead of simply saying ‘the 
will,’ we say ‘the will to life’” (WWR1, 301). So perhaps some supremely selfless, ascetic 
desires will after all remain in someone in whom self-abolition of the will has occurred. At 
the very least, one has to desire to remain in that state.'° However, the way in which 
Schopenhauer repeatedly characterizes the will-less state must cause us to wonder 
whether the supposed moral meaning of the world is to be found through indifference not 
only to self, but to the world, other beings included (as seems implied in “He gazes back 
calmly at the phantasm of this world that ... now stands before him as indifferently as 
chess pieces after the game is over” [WWRI1, 417]), or whether it is to be found through 
engagement in the world on behalf of other beings from whom one no longer feels sepa- 
rated. 


A parallel tension is apparent if we consider Schopenhauer’s views about suffering. If I 
am a supremely moral person, the suffering of others is precisely what motivates me: 
Schopenhauer defines willing the well-being of others in terms of preventing or alleviat- 
ing their suffering (see BM, 202-19). On the other hand, he argues that suffering can ben- 
efit an individual: its occurrence can, if of sufficient magnitude, bring about the redemp- 
tive state in which the will negates itself (see WWR1, 424). “The fastest animal to carry 
you to perfection is suffering” says Schopenhauer in the words of Meister Eckhart 
(WWR2, 649). There is no contradiction in finding value both in freedom from suffering 
and in a redemptive deliverance from willing brought about through suffering, but it is 
nonetheless hard to see how these two values can coalesce in a way that helps to “clarify” 
that “moral significance of world and life” that Schopenhauer claims to have revealed. 
Does meaning reside in our identifying with (and indeed feeling!') the pain of others in a 
way that motivates us to remove it, or in acquiescing in pain as something that enables us 
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to renounce our care for individual well-being? If morality per se genuinely furnishes 
some meaning and answers the metaphysical need (as On the Basis of Morals implied), 
are we not now going to be faced with two “meanings,” one residing in the possibility of 
unselfish willing toward others, reflecting our essential nondistinction from them, the oth- 
er residing in a redemptive absence of all willing and rejection of the world?! 


Schopenhauer appears to see no problem here: he consistently treats the value of morali- 
ty as continuous with that of the self-negation of the will. A prime instance of this ©. 279) 
can be seen in his interpretation of Christianity. He states that “Christianity is closest to 
us; its ethics ... lead not only to the highest degree of loving kindness but also to 
renunciation” (WWR1, 413). For example, he praises the simplest early form of Christiani- 
ty, which consists in the moral doctrines of the New Testament, “love of our neighbour as 
ourselves; beneficence; repayment of hatred with love and good deeds; patience; gentle- 
ness; the tolerance of all possible insults without resistance; abstinence in eating for the 
suppression of desire; resistance to the sex drive” (WWRI1, 413), but does not regard this 
as Christianity in its fullest form. “In more developed Christianity, we see the ascetic seed 
coming into full blossom through the writings of the Christian saints and 

mystics” (WWRI1, 413). Mysticism reaches “consciousness of the identity of one’s own be- 
ing with that of all things” (WWR2, 628) and is thereby the proper culmination of the as- 
cetic self-denial that begins in New Testament morality. The initial seed and the final ef- 
florescence are in a sense one and the same. Their uniting feature is the rejection of the 
individual self. 


The chief difference between religions, for Schopenhauer, lies in whether they are opti- 
mistic or pessimistic.!* What Christianity gets right, at least allegorically, in 
Schopenhauer’s view, is its pessimism: “The nucleus and heart of Christianity are the doc- 
trines of the Fall, original sin, the wickedness of our natural state and the corruption of 
natural mankind, connected with the intercession and reconciliation through the re- 
deemer, in which one shares through faith in him. Thus, however, all of this reveals itself 
as pessimism” (PP2, 349). The “great fundamental truth” is thus “the need for redemp- 
tion from an existence given over to suffering and death, and our ability to attain this re- 
demption through negation of the will, that is, by assuming a decisive stand in opposition 
to nature” (WWR2, 644). By nature we are “fallen” into a world that is no good, a world 
that really ought not to be. We need salvation from it, and that salvation must come in the 
turn away from the individual self. Schopenhauer particularly approves of the passage in 
the mystical Theologia Germanica which states that Adam “was lost, or fell ... because of 
his claiming something for his own, and because of his I, Mine, Me, and the like.” !4 
Losing the “I” is the route to salvation. 


From this reading of Christianity we can see that the Schopenhauerian foundation of 
morality, which weakens the grip of our individuated nature upon us, is really of a piece 
with the final goal of self-negation in will-lessness. What, then, is the “moral meaning” of 
the world that both enable us to find? It is arguably as follows. The essential nature of the 
world into which we are “fallen,” and the essential nature of ourselves as individuated 
parts of that world, is will. But this is not a merely descriptive truth for Schopenhauer. 
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The world as will does not just exist, but rather points beyond itself to a higher purpose. 
The world reveals to us that it ought not to exist and indicates that its higher purpose is 
to turn us away from itself by liberating us from the “I” that the world tricks us into think- 
ing we are. Those who remain unenlightened as to this purpose and cling to the principle 
of individuation are condemned to the vacuous and meaningless round of striving and suf- 
fering. It is the pessimist who finds the meaning of the world and the path to salvation. 


20) 16.5. Epilogue: Nietzsche on Schopen- 
hauer, Meaning, and Christianity 


In his assessment of Schopenhauer in his book, The Gay Science, Nietzsche asserts cor- 
rectly! that Schopenhauer is an “admitted and uncompromising atheist.”!© As such 
Schopenhauer deserves credit, in Nietzsche’s view, for being in tune with his times. While 
other German philosophers supposedly could not let go of the legacy of theism (Hegel is 
charged with a “grandiose attempt to persuade us of the divinity of existence”), the “un- 
godliness of existence” goes without saying for Schopenhauer. As a result, Nietzsche con- 
tinues: “... looking at nature as if it were proof of the goodness and care of a god; inter- 
preting history in honour of some divine reason, as a continual testimony of a moral world 
order and ultimate moral purposes; interpreting one’s own experiences as pious people 
have long interpreted theirs, as if everything were providential, a hint, designed and or- 
dained for the sake of salvation of the soul—that is over now.”!” 


But it is then precisely the issue of meaning that Schopenhauer’s work throws up for his 
contemporaries and immediate successors. 


As we thus reject the Christian interpretation and condemn its “meaning” [Sinn] 
as counterfeit, Schopenhauer’s question immediately comes at us in a terrible 
way: Does existence have any meaning at all? ... What Schopenhauer himself said 
in answer to this question was ... a mere compromise, a remaining and staying 
stuck in precisely those Christian-ascetic moral perspectives, faith in which had 
been dismissed along with faith in God.!® 


In this analysis there is the implied threat is that, upon abandoning theism, we shall be 
faced with a disturbing absence of meaning. At first sight we may suspect that Nietzsche 
is attributing a no-meaning view to Schopenhauer himself. But that is not so. 
Schopenhauer’s answer, as Nietzsche makes clear, is rather to uphold a meaning for exis- 
tence—namely, a “Christian-ascetic moral” meaning. Thus Nietzsche in effect locates two 
distinct meanings juxtaposed within Christianity, or within Christianity as Schopenhauer 
interprets it. We may call them the Theistic Meaning and the Ascetic Meaning. According 
to the first, existence is good because the all-wise, all-benevolent creator made it so. 
Schopenhauer repeatedly mocks this view, which he encapsulates in the Septuagint’s for- 
mula névta KaAG Alav (“everything was very good”).!9 Interpreting the world in that way 
involves the kinds of optimistic attitude Nietzsche mentions: “Looking at nature as if it 
were proof of the goodness and care of a god; interpreting history ... as a continual testi- 
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mony of a moral world order and ultimate moral purposes” and so on. That meaning is 
now “over” for Schopenhauer and for European intellectual life in general. However, 
Schopenhauer finds—also in Christianity—another, opposed “meaning”: existence is lam- 
entable, something that ought not to be, and the true end or .281) purpose of life is 
found in a turn away from the world into the peace of total will-lessness and loss of the in- 
dividual self. 


Nietzsche’s analysis seems highly accurate. He recognizes that in abandoning theism and 
optimism, Schopenhauer has not abandoned certain Christian values. For Nietzsche, this 
is a criticism: he sees Schopenhauer as “stuck” with Christian values. One reason for this 
verdict relates to the conservative nature of Schopenhauer’s most fundamental assump- 
tion: that there must be moral meaning delivered up by metaphysics. It is an assumption 
Nietzsche himself rejects, as he says in his retrospective preface to The Birth of Tragedy: 
“Here, perhaps for the first time, a pessimism ‘beyond good and evil’ announces itself, 
here is put into words and formulations that ‘perversity of mind’ which Schopenhauer 
never tired of bombarding (before it had actually emerged) with his most wrathful impre- 
cations and thunderbolts.”?° The distinctive phrase “perversity of mind” (Perversitdt der 
Gesinnung) is exactly that used by Schopenhauer in the passage from Parerga and Par- 
alipomena quoted earlier, referring to the view that the world lacks a moral meaning. Ni- 
etzsche embraces this, the so-called antichrist: the world has no moral meaning. 


But Nietzsche makes a deeper point: the whole idea that there must be a meaning that 
answers to a “metaphysical need” exists only as an outdated inheritance from Christiani- 
ty: “The metaphysical need is not the origin of religion, as Schopenhauer has it, but only a 
late offshoot of it. Under the rule of religious ideas, one has got used to the idea of ‘anoth- 
er world (behind, below, above)’ and feels an unpleasant emptiness and deprivation at the 
annihilation of religious delusions—and from this feeling grows ‘another world,’ but this 
time only a metaphysical and not a religious one.”*! Schopenhauer’s equation of the al- 
leged perverse error with “the antichrist” is symptomatic of this delayed influence of 
Christianity. It is as though the illegitimacy of questioning the priority of the metaphysical 
need rests upon its conflicting with Christianity’s most basic premise. A different kind of 
atheism, one with which we are more familiar since Nietzsche, would have no place for 
metaphysics in Schopenhauer’s sense, no prejudice in favor of a “meaning” or “signifi- 
cance” of the kind he seeks. Then the so-called metaphysical need would dwindle to a 
mere psychological dissatisfaction, felt by some during a particular historical period when 
the demise of theism is under way. But Schopenhauer, still in the midst of that demise, is 
seemingly unable to rid himself of the quest for a substitute metaphysics to ensure the 
kind of meaning Christianity had seemed to provide. 


Further Reading 


Beiser, Frederick. After Hegel: German Philosophy 1840-1900. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2014. 
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Notes: 


(1.) Variations of this thought occur at WWR1, 350; WWR2, 482, 523, 591-92; PP1, 273; 
PP2, 19, 259-60. In the 1870s and 1880s, this was recognized as the heart of philosophi- 
cal pessimism. See Olga Plumacher, Der Pessimismus in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart: 
Geschichtliches und Kritisches (Heidelberg: Georg Weiss, 1888), 1: “Modern philosophi- 
cal pessimism, first presented by Arthur Schopenhauer as an indispensable part of a com- 
plete philosophical system ... means the axiological judgement: the sum of displeasure 
outweighs the sum of pleasure: consequently the non-being of the world would be better 
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than its being” (my translation). See also Frederick Beiser, After Hegel: German Philoso- 
phy 1840-1900 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), 160, 218-19; Beiser, 
Weltschmerz: Pessimism in German Philosophy 1860-1900 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 182-85; Tobias Dahlquist, Nietzsche and the Philosophy of Pessimism: A 
Study of Nietzsche’s Relation to the Pessimistic Tradition: Schopenhauer, Hartmann, 
Leopardi (Uppsala: Uppsala Studies in History of Ideas, 2007), 37, 222. 


(2.) This is brought out clearly in the dialogue “On religion” between Philalethes and De- 
mopheles, PP2, 292-324. 


(3.) See Paul Deussen “Schopenhauer und die Religion,” Schopenhauer-Jahrbuch 4 
(1915): 8-15. Hans Vaihinger also wrote: “no recent philosopher has penetrated so deeply 
into the essence of Christianity, and so warmly defended its core, as Schopenhauer” (Ni- 
etzsche als Philosoph, Berlin: Reuther and Reichard, 1902, 64). On German theorizing 
about Schopenhauer as a Christian thinker, see Matthias Kofsler, Empirische Ethik und 
christliche Moral (Wurzburg: Konigshausen and Neumann, 1999), 11-20. 


(4.) See, e.g., PP1, 111-15. 


(5.) For a discussion of the immanence of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics of the thing in it- 
self and of insufficient recognition of it by earlier commentators (including the present 
author), see Beiser, Weltschmerz, 28. 


(6.) “Purpose” here is Zweck. I shall assume for present purposes that Schopenhauer us- 
es Zweck and Ziel more or less interchangeably. 


(7.) On the question of why this is only figuratively, not literally the summum bonum, or 
highest good, for Schopenhauer, see Christopher Janaway, “What’s So Good About Nega- 
tion of the Will? Schopenhauer and the Problem of the Summum Bonum,” Journal of the 
History of Philosophy 54 (2016), 649-69. 


(8.) For a recent treatment of this issue, see Sandra Shapshay and Tristan Ferrell, “Com- 
passion or Resignation: That is the Question of Schopenhauer’s Ethics,” Enrahonar: 
Quaderns de Filosofia 55 (2015), 51-69. While Schopenhauer views morality and the 
will’s self-renunciation as continuous, with the former being a step to the latter, Shapshay 
and Ferrell suggest that there is a grand-scale contradiction in Schopenhauer’s position 
and that moral compassion and renunciation should rather be viewed as “two indepen- 
dent, mutually antagonistic ethical ideals” (54) jostling within his system. 


(9.) See, e.g., WWR2, 508, 623; PP2, 279. 


(10.) See WWRI1, 418: “Thus we also see people who have succeeded at some point in 
negating the will bend all their might to hold to this path by wresting renunciations of 
every sort from themselves, by adopting a difficult, penitent way of life and seeking out 
everything they find unpleasant: anything in order to subdue the will that will always 
strive anew.” 
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(11.) See BM, 200. 


(12.) For more on this central dichotomy, see Shapshay and Ferrell, “Compassion or Res- 
ignation.” 


(13.) See PP2, 349. On criteria for the optimism/pessimism distinction, see Dennis Vanden 
Auweele, “Schopenhauer on Religious Pessimism,” International Journal of the Philosophy 
of Religion 78 (2015), 53-71. 


(14.) Theologia Germanica, trans. Susanna Winkworth (London: Stuart and Watkins, 
1966), 37-38. See WWR2, 628. 


(15.) For support for this assessment, see Christopher Janaway, “Schopenhauer’s Christ- 
ian Perspectives,” in The Palgrave Schopenhauer Handbook, edited by Sandra Shapshay 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 351-72. 


(16.) Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, translated by Josefine Nauckhoff (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 219 (from Section 357; translation modified). 


(17.) Ibid. 
(18.) Ibid., 219-20. 
(19.) See, e.g., PP2, 271, 279, 342-43. 


(20.) Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy, translated by Ronald Speirs (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 8. (Section 5 of the preface, “Attempt at a Self-Criti- 
cism,” translation modified.) 


(21.) Nietzsche, The Gay Science, 131 (Section 151). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter begins with a presentation of writers during Schopenhauer’s time who also 
wrote about Hindu thought, such as Herder, Schelling, the Schlegel brothers, and Hegel, 
contrasting them with Schopenhauer’s relatively more knowledgeable approach. It then 
considers the question of whether Schopenhauer’s interest in Hindu thought diminished 
as he grew older or if his fundamental doctrines changed due to his subsequent studies of 
Buddhism; the author argues that it did not, contrary to some recent commentators. The 
chapter concludes by examining the extent to which Schopenhauer understood Hindu 
thought as an outlook that fully supports his pessimism and shows that Schopenhauer re- 
mained uninformed about how the Vedantic tradition includes the practice of bhakti 
(devotion, love). This is not exactly the path of Schopenhauerian asceticism but is an al- 
ternative to asceticism that involves a spontaneous embracing of the other-worldly in this 
world and an invitation to higher love in this life. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Hindu thought, Vedanta, Herder, Schlegel, Hegel, Schelling, asceticism, Buddhism, 
bhakti 


Schopenhauer’s philosophy shows a remarkable connection with Hindu and Buddhist 
thought systems. Through his rigorous studies of Eastern philosophy and religious texts 
available in his times, he became increasingly appreciative of the relevance of Indian 
thought for philosophy in general. Indeed, he was one of the first European philosophers 
to show a consistent appreciation of the role of Indian thought, and he endeavored to in- 
corporate many of its concepts into his own system. 


Despite the indisputable evidence of the influence of Hindu and Buddhist thought on 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy and his creative amalgamation of Western and Eastern con- 
cepts within his own metaphysical system, the study of these influences has received only 
a scanty and casual attention from the various Schopenhauer scholars of our times. This 
neglect of the Eastern dimension of this thinker’s work has also resulted in several misun- 
derstandings of his basic standpoints and has greatly contributed to some extreme as- 
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sessments of his pessimistic outlook. A lack of study of his Eastern sources makes 
Schopenhauer more pessimistic and outlandish than he actually might be. 


This chapter begins with a brief account of Schopenhauer’s connections with Eastern 
thought in his early and later writings.' We also take stock of the remarkably different ap- 
proach that Schopenhauer had toward the role of Indian thought in European philosophy 
and consider why his approach toward Eastern philosophy is different from that of other 
German thinkers of his times who also had an abiding interest in Indian thought (some of 
whom became full-fledged Indologists). The Romantic thinkers like J. G. Herder (1744- 
1803), Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829) and his brother Wilhelm Schlegel (1767-1845), as 
well as G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) and F. W. J. Schelling (1775-1854) were some of the 
leading figures in German philosophy who wrote about Indian thought approvingly or 
critically in their own original manners. 


Second, after a brief history of Schopenhauer’s engagement with Indian thought and a 
brief inquiry regarding his distinctive approach toward it, we will focus on the content of 
his actual treatment of Hindu thought within his works. Without going into the futile 

(p. 381) controversies on whether he preferred Buddhism over Hinduism and how he sup- 
posedly modified his standpoints in the light of his advanced studies of Eastern materials 
in his later works, we will concentrate on the issue of how his philosophical work reflects 
and treats some of the critical concepts and outlooks of various Hindu thought systems. 
This is not to deny or minimize the deep impact of Buddhism on his thought. A study of 
Schopenhauer’s connections with Buddhist thought is equally valuable for a fuller under- 
standing of his philosophical standpoints. 


Third, some issues will be raised and pursued concerning Schopenhauer’s interpretations 
of Indian thought as well as the role played by the Eastern ways of thinking in his own 
thought system. Some of the major problems to be discussed are (a) Did Schopenhauer 
know the fundamentals of Vedanta and Buddhism deeply and comprehensively enough 
prior to the publication of the first edition of The World as Will and Representation (1818) 
in order for us to conclude that these Eastern philosophies influenced the first enuncia- 
tion of his metaphysical system? (b) If Schopenhauer’s study of the Eastern texts avail- 
able in Europe grew gradually through his career, what impact did this renewed scholar- 
ship had on his later works? (c) Was Schopenhauer’s exposition of Vedantic and Buddhist 
thought comprehensive enough or reasonable enough for his day and age, given that the 
translated texts were still far fewer and more limited than today? (d) Did Schopenhauer 
misuse Eastern concepts to serve his own standpoints in philosophy, in particular, to 
revalidate his pessimistic worldview? (e) Since the relation between Schopenhauer’s phi- 
losophy in Indian thought is still an uncharted territory in the current secondary litera- 
ture, what kinds of misinterpretations of this thinker’s concepts and standpoints have tak- 
en place typically among the modern scholars of his work? 
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23.1 Schopenhauer and German Indology 


To understand Schopenhauer’s connection with Indian thought, it is important to examine 
the growing interest in India and Indian thought that is discernible among the German 
thinkers of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. This spadework in the field 
of Indology provided a fertile ground for the growth of Schopenhauer’s own passion for 
Indian thought. As early as in 1813, he attended the lectures of Friedrich Majer (1771- 
1818) and responded to them in his intellectual diary. Majer was himself influenced by J. 
G. Herder, who had overseen some German translations of Indian texts appearing in Eng- 
lish, French, and Latin, as Wilhelm Halbfass informs us in his scholarly study, India and 
Europe.’ The motivation regarding self-criticism—criticisms of Christianity along with the 
issues of common origins of mankind—characterized the romantic awareness of India and 
the Orient. Herder was a pioneer of the Romantic Movement in general, but was particu- 
larly responsible for popularizing the awareness of India within the Romantic Movement. 
Herder was impressed with the idea that ©.382) Oriental thought had its own, au- 
tonomous structures in the Oriental world and represented Europe’s childhood. He de- 
scribed the core of Hindu thought as follows: “the idea of one Being in and behind all that 
there is, the idea of the unity of all things in the absolute, in God.”* 


Herder was, however, critical of the impact of the caste system on the free evolution of 
the arts and of the myth of metempsychosis, which, in his view, promoted compassion for 
all living things but lessened sympathy with the sufferings of fellow human beings. Thus 
he recognized the preeminence of Christianity over India and the Orient since only Chris- 
tianity was “the religion of purest humanity.” Nevertheless, “India became the focal point 
of an enthusiastic interest, occasionally bordering on fanaticism, within the German Ro- 
mantic movement. Many authors developed detailed opinions about Indian thought more 
or less independently of one another, including Schelling, Novalis, Gorres, Cruzer, 
Goethe, Claudius, and, more than any of the others, the Schlegel Brothers. Majer served 
as a Catalyst through the translations he made, and ... also helped in shaping 
Schopenhauer’s interest in India.”* 


G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) and F. W. J. Schelling (1775-1854) were other significant fig- 
ures among Schopenhauer’s contemporaries who made their original philosophical analy- 
sis of Indian thought. Hegel and Schelling were fellow students and roommates at the 
University of Tubingen and were close friends, until a doctrinal split happened between 
them. Hegel’s forays into Indian thought did not evoke any interest or approval from In- 
dological scholars. In the words of Helmuth von Glasenapp, “Hegel was a bookman, living 
in a world of abstractions speculations. ... He was the prototype of a westerner, who saw 
western thought as the measure of all things. ... Therefore, whatever he knew to say 
about the Indian world, turned out to be very insufficient, and the result was a carica- 
ture.”° 


Hegel, as a critic of the Romantic movement, was also committed to an irreversible direc- 
tion of history and necessarily judged the past from the standpoint of the present. All an- 
tiquity had to be a state of infancy in contrast to the present matured state of the spirit of 
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world history that has accomplished greater richness and complexity. Unlike the Roman- 
tics, he did not engage in the glorifications of origins and early stages. The orient might 
be the Morganland (morningland) of early origins and childhood, but the West cannot and 
need not return to it, says Hegel in his Philosophy of World History as well as in his The 
History of Philosophy. Hegel was not an Indologist like the Schlegel brothers; he had no 
knowledge of Sanskrit and relied on translations of the Indian texts. Although he read 
some of the latest secondary literature on Indian thought (e.g., by the likes of H. Th. Cole- 
brooke and P. Buchanan), he did not gain detailed knowledge of the six classical systems 
of Hindu thought such as Samkhya and Nayaya. His basis for the study of Indian thought 
was Vedanta in general (i.e., selections from the Vedas and Upanishads and through study 
of the Bhagvadgita). He wrote almost 100 pages in review of W. Von Humboldt’s essay on 
the Bhagvadgita.® He also maintained that the “Orient is the beginning. ... The way of the 
Weltgeist (world spirit) leads from East to the West. The Occident supersedes the 
Orient.”” 


For Hegel, Indian philosophy is inseparable from religion, and Hinduism is the prototype 
of the “religion of substance,” lacking in transcendence. Pure substance means  . 383) in- 
determinate being-in-itself, which is exactly what Hegel finds in the Indian conception of 
Brahman: it is formless, indeterminate, unspeakable, and unthinkable. An attempt to de- 
scribe or think it will lead away from it. Although the Indian mind has thus found its way 
to the One and the universal, which Hegel considers as the true ground of religion and 
philosophy, he also believes that Indian thought has not found its way back to the con- 
crete particularity of the world.® 


Schopenhauer’s contemptuous remarks on Hegel and Hegel’s philosophy are well known, 
and his imbalanced invectives against Hegel constitute one of his low points. He de- 
scribed Hegel as “a crude charlatan” and his philosophy as a “confused empty verbiage.”9 
Such harsh words were certainly spoken out of a personal dislike as well as due to clear- 
cut doctrinal differences, for Schopenhauer’s philosophy is remarkably free of any ac- 
knowledgment of historicality and his metaphysical system is supposedly equally applica- 
ble to all periods of history. Historical and cultural differences do not affect the validity of 
the connection between the human entity and the will-to-live. In Hegel, however, the his- 
torical evolution of the world-spirit (Weltgeist) is an important factor, and, according to 
him, modern Western philosophy is a matured version of all ancient philosophies includ- 
ing ancient Indian philosophy, which has failed in producing its own matured stage as it 
continues to function as a bunch of eternal verities. Thus he refers to Indian thought as 
constituting the childhood of the world-spirit, whereas the modern Western philosophy 
represents its full maturity. Oriental thought remains at a static and petrified state, 
whereas modern Western thought supersedes the Orient through a useful, new, more de- 
veloped, and comprehensive stage. 


There is no such Hegelian conception in Schopenhauer’s view of Indian thought. He does 
not regard it as an infantile version of modernity but approaches it as a fully comparable 

storehouse of ancient wisdom whose ideas are still applicable and valuable in discovering 
the true nature of the will-to-live. It may also be noted that Hegel primarily relied on Indi- 
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an sources pertaining to Vedanta (i.e., the insights of Vedas and Upanishads). He does not 
comment on the six philosophical systems of Hinduism, regarding which he learned only 
at the end of his career. He also had hardly any familiarity with or commentary on Bud- 
dhism. In this respect Schopenhauer, being eighteen years younger than Hegel, had more 
access to the sources of the six systems and also of Buddhism which exercised a major in- 
fluence on his thought. 


F. W. J. Schelling (1775-1854), who was initially a good friend of Hegel and later a vehe- 
ment critic of Hegelianism, offered an analysis of Indian thought in his Philosophy of 
Mythology (1842). In this book, Schelling has extensive sections on India and other East- 
ern traditions, although his analyses are done from a critical standpoint. He, however, 
shows a clear-cut commitment to Christian revelation.'° Schelling developed the idea of 
the world as a falling off (Abfall) from the Absolute and calls the Absolute the only reality 
and finite things as lacking in reality, somewhat like the Vedantic notion of the world as 
maya. He refers to the etymological connection between maya and magia (or magic) as 
well as with Macht (power and Moglichkeit or potentiality). He also calls Vedanta as 
“nothing but the most exalted Idealism or spiritualism.” However, Schelling found in the 
Upanishads “a very unsatisfactory reading” because in them “a positive . 384) explana- 
tion of the supreme unity is not found anywhere.” Halbfass remarks that Schelling’s re- 
sponse to Indian thought is not that of a neutral scholar, but just like Hegel’s, “a philo- 
sophically and theologically committed response.”!! Schelling is clearly fascinated with 
Advaita Vedanta, which he calls the Indian system of absolute identity, “the highest point 
to which idealism could rise without proper revelation.”!* Thus, we may notice that 
Schopenhauer was more of a neutral scholar without any theological commitments to 
Christian revelation or monotheism. The Upanishads to him were the “most elevating 
reading” and not unsatisfactory due to their lack of monotheism, as they were for 
Schelling. 


23.2 Schopenhauer and Indian Thought 


Schopenhauer’s numerous references and elucidations of Indian thought in the three edi- 
tions of The World as Will and Representation and in his later works show a unique har- 
mony between a modern system of Western philosophy and ancient Eastern thought. In- 
deed the way some Indian philosophical concepts are incorporated in Schopenhauer’s 
own work shows a deep-seated conviction that various philosophies of the world, both an- 
cient and modern, are outcomes of the same human quest to fathom the perennial issues 
of being, existence, world, and reality. It also shows that Schopenhauer himself was con- 
tinually searching for Eastern terms comparable to his own basic concepts such as the 
will-to-live, denial-of-the-will, principium individuations, etc. perhaps without success of 
finding the exact equivalents. However, the process of such comparisons seems to have 
delivered its own rewards and contributed to the originality of his system. 


Whether Schopenhauer freely adopted the Indian concepts in his writings or used them to 
reauthenticate his already developed concepts of the will-to-live and its denial, one thing 
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is certain: no other Western philosopher had studied, elucidated, and incorporated into 
his own system Indian philosophies as vigorously as he did. He did not subscribe to the 
usual notion that Indian philosophy is inseparable from religion, the kind of view held by 
Hegel, but seems to regard the philosophies of the world as one body of knowledge in 
which the systems of Hindu thought and Buddhism hold their distinctive place. It was a 
remarkably bold step by a Western philosopher in his day and age, when Eastern philoso- 
phies were still barely known and their texts were inadequately translated. Although 
Schopenhauer recognizes the loftiness of the New Testament Christianity in providing a 
thoughtful worldview, he never regarded Vedanta and Buddhism as inferior or less-devel- 
oped in contrast to a supposed superior and fully matured status of the Christian world- 
view—a tendency that is clearly visible in the writings of several Indologists and Indian 
philosophy scholars of the times, including Schlegel, Schelling, and Hegel. 


With respect to the connection of Schopenhauer’s philosophy with Eastern thought, a 
question is bound to arise. Do Vedanta and Buddhism really contain the elements of 

(p. 385) pessimism and extreme asceticism that Schopenhauer’s philosophy seems to up- 
hold at first sight? How exactly did he match his own concepts with the classical notions 
of Indian thought such as brahman, atman, samsara, maya, trsna, upadana, etc.? Were 
Schopenhauer’s interpretations of Indian thought good enough, even for his age? Did he 
twist, turn, and simplify perennial Indian concepts to match his own terms and preoccu- 
pations? Some of these and similar questions are posed and analyzed by Wilhelm Halb- 
fass in his India and Europe. 


Halbfass points out that responding to these questions is not an easy matter. In view of 
Schopenhauer’s own ongoing quest to match his own concepts with Indian ideas and the 
search for exact equivalents—a quest that is recorded in his handwritten intellectual di- 
aries compiled in Handschriftlichen Nachlass and his letters compiled in Gesammelte 
Briefe, as well as in his writings—the issue is complex. It will be neither fair nor justified 
to equate the all-important notion of will-to-live to one of the seemingly similar Indian 
concepts such as brahman, maya, trsna, and upadana. “How his knowledge of the Indian 
material was related to the genesis of Schopenhauer’s own system is a question which 
cannot be answered with complete clarity and certainty; his own explicit remarks, in any 
case, do not provide a sufficient basis for answering it.”!? Halbfass is referring to 
Schopenhauer’s own frustration in discovering an equivalent Indian concept for the will- 
to-live and his many declarations concerning the issue. 


Halbfass also points out that Schopenhauer considered the concept of maya as compara- 
ble to his notion of principium individuations (WWR1)p}, 378). Schopenhauer also believed 
that basically “the sages of all times have always said the same” (PP1,p), 314) and that 
“Buddha, Eckhardt and I all teach essentially the same” (HN, IX, 89). Schopenhauer 
found the Buddhist concept of upadana (attachment) comparable to the will-to-live (HN, 
XV, 46). 


We turn now from Schopenhauer’s own search for Indian concepts parallel to the will-to- 
live to the speculations of his interpreters who simplistically equate the will to brahman, 
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atman, maya, trsna, upadana, etc., and complicate the issue even more. However, we 
must take into account that Schopenhauer’s concept of the will-to-live was not produced 
merely in response to Indian philosophy, but primarily to counter certain tendencies that 
had emerged in Western philosophy of his times, as Halbfass explains: 


Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the will implies a critique of the European tradition of 
representational and rational thinking, of calculation and planning ... he continued 
a critique of some of the most fundamental pre-suppositions of the Judeo-Christian 
tradition such as the notion of a personal God, the uniqueness of the human indi- 
vidual, and the meaning of history.!4 


This implies that while Indian concepts did influence Schopenhauer’s thinking, they were 
not used to build his own system. Reactions to various developments in the European phi- 
losophy of his times, including to the historicism of Hegel, Judeo-Christian dogmas, and 
rationalism, were the main initial impetus behind the writing of WWR. Indian philosophy 
especially played a part offering examples of an alternative way of thinking, one  . 386) 
that seems to match Schopenhauer’s own approach to reality. The will-to-live seeks to 
correct the well-established Western assumptions regarding the idea of personal God, the 
supremacy of the rational and the dismissal of the instinct, and the virtues of the heart. 
Indeed, the Vedantic notions of maya, mamta (mine-ness), moha (attachment), and aham 
(ego) all contain some characteristics of the will-to-live, as do the Buddhist notions of 
trsna (craving) and upadana (attachment). However, it would be wrong to equate the will 
to the Vedantic notion of brahman. This characterization of the divine Being as everlast- 
ing, pure consciousness and bliss (sat-chitta-ananda) is certainly not comparable to the 
blind, irrational urge to live. Also the concept of the denial of the will-to-live touches on a 
metaphysical dualism, extreme asceticism, and a pessimistic rejection of the world that is 
contrary to the spirit of Vedanta and Buddhism. 


Did Schopenhauer shift his philosophical standpoint in the light of his growing knowledge 
of Vedanta and Buddhism after 1818? Moira Nicholls in her article the “Influences of 
Eastern Thought on Schopenhauer’s Doctrine of the Thing-in Itself,”!° offers some useful 
information about Schopenhauer’s citations of Eastern thought, even though her thesis 
about the shifts in Schopenhauer’s philosophical position after the first publication of 
WWR (1818) is unconvincing. She notes that Volume I of WWR (1818) contains about 80 
references to Buddhist thought, five of which are added in later editions (1844) and 
(1859) of that volume. By comparison, in Volume II, first published in 1844 (when a sec- 
ond edition of Volume I was also published), there are at least thirty references to Bud- 
dhism. References to Hindu thought in Volume I number over fifty, seven of which are 
added in later editions, and in Volume II there are more than fifty-five references to Hin- 
duism. She states that 


... while these figures are only approximate, they indicate a marked rise in 
Schopenhauer’s knowledge and interest in Buddhist thought from 1818 on, and 
strong and consistent interest in Hindu thought from 1813 until his death in 
1860... (This) indicate(s) that Schopenhauer had an abiding interest in Eastern 
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philosophy, and that he was keen to demonstrate parallels between his own doc- 
trines and these of the east.!® 


So far Nicholls’s assertions are factually true. We should keep in mind, however, that a 
statistical analysis can only reveal a part of the truth and can very easily lead us astray. 
Her subsequent conclusions are, unfortunately, seriously flawed. 


Three identifiable ships in Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the thing-in-itself occur be- 
tween the publications of the first Volume of WWR in 1818 in his later works. The 
first shift concerns the knowability of thing-in-itself, the second ... (its) nature, the 
third ... is an explicit attempt to assimilate his own doctrine ... with Eastern doc- 
trines. 


Schopenhauer asserts numerous times throughout his work that the thing-in-itself 
is will or will-to-live, and he claims that we know this through direct intuition in 
self-consciousness ... However ... in his later works ... he seems to withdraw the 
claim that in self-consciousness we are aware of the will, suggesting indeed that in 
self-consciousness we are aware of no more than our phenomenal willings.!” 


(p. 387) 


The second shift (occurs when he) introduces the idea that thing-in-itself has mul- 
tiple aspects, only one of which is will. Other aspects of the objects of awareness 
of such persons as mystics, saints and ascetics, who have denied the will ... 18 


(Regarding the third shift) ... I have identified six passages in which Schopen- 
hauer asserts that the thing-in-itself can be described as will, but only ina 
metaphorical sense ... (as) similar views are expressed in eastern thought.!9 


In response to Nicholls’s speculation, it may be said emphatically that there are no such 
shifts in Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the will which he identifies as the thing-in-itself, for 
which his enhanced knowledge of Eastern thought or anything else is responsible. Noth- 
ing is clearer than the fact that Being of all beings is named will-to-live by Schopenhauer. 
This thing-in-itself (a Kantian term) was never claimed by him to be entirely unknown or 
entirely and precisely known in human consciousness. If further attempts are made by 
the thinker to compare the will with brahman, nirvana, or, more specifically, to maya or 
trsna, this by no means indicates a shift in Schopenhauer’s basic doctrine of the will. 


It is well-known that, despite dismal sales, Schopenhauer regarded WWR as the ultimate 
and complete metaphysical system to which all his later works required no amendments 
or changes. He calls the contents of WWR2 (1844) merely “supplements” in concordance 
with the already existing four books of the original, to which only further explications and 
examples can be added but no conceptual changes to it are ever necessary. His later 
works, other than WWR, are also, from his point of view, further elaborations of his origi- 
nal metaphysical masterpiece. Nicholls’s assertion that in later works Schopenhauer 
“seems to withdraw the claim that in self-consciousness we are aware of the will” is very 
doubtful. Not only is such a withdrawal uncharacteristic of Schopenhauer’s consistent 
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pride in his fundamental work, but such a claim also shows a misunderstanding of his ba- 
sic definition of the will. The Being of beings is named after its most excellent species: 
namely, human will. 


However, one is not clearly aware of the will being the source of one’s needs, wants, and 
urges, but knows the will’s existence only vaguely or fuzzily. Human beings nonetheless 
do have the possibility of knowing the will’s operations and machinations when knowl- 
edge, which usually plays a second fiddle to the will, surmounts the will and inspires the 
subject to deny the will. The ascetics, mystics, and saints from Western as well as Eastern 
traditions seem to be practitioners of the denial of the will, provided we ignore their vari- 
ous dogmatic beliefs and religious commitments. Thus the will is never missing from self- 
consciousness but is seldom known with all its implications. Schopenhauer never shifted 
or changed this account of the will. As far as Nicholls’s reference to another shift of will 
being known “only in a metaphorical sense” supposedly due to the thinker’s advanced 
readings of Eastern thought, we may again assert that no such shift occurred in the later 
works. 


Although Schopenhauer made use of the biographical or the hagiographical materials 
concerning the saints and the ascetics of the theistic (Christian, Hindu) as well as atheis- 
tic (Buddhist, Jain) religious traditions, he did so without losing sight of his own secular 

(p. 388) metaphysical system. That is why he warns the reader in Book IV of WWR that the 
religious dogmas and superstitions of these saints must be disregarded. A denier of the 
will-to-live knows the will full well (i.e., better than a normal person and not just 
“metaphorically”), although anyone will find it difficult to know the thing-in-itself precise- 
ly or completely, according to Schopenhauer. This position he never changed. 


Another extensive study of Schopenhauer’s Eastern sources was done by Bikkhu Nanaji- 
vako, who is a practicing Buddhist monk in Sri Lanka, in his book Studies in Comparative 
Philosophy.2° This book provides some useful data and insights on Schopenhauer’s con- 
nection with Indian philosophy in general and Buddhism in particular. Nanajivako begins 
with a critique of the Eurocentric interpretations of Schopenhauer’s thoughts and demon- 
strates through numerous citations the central role of Indian thought in it. The bulk of the 
book is devoted exclusively to Schopenhauer’s references to Buddhism, and the author 
clearly de-emphasizes the role of Vedanta in his highly favored treatment of Buddhism 
and puts forward the thesis that, although “fragmentary,” Upanishads were initially a sig- 
nificant influence on Schopenhauer; he grew out of “mutually discordant” Hindu systems 
and, in his more mature years, opted for the more “methodical and cohesive” Buddhist 
philosophy. Thus Nanajivako focuses on Schopenhauer’s comments on Buddhism, sprin- 
kled throughout his early and later works. In fact, all the statements of Schopenhauer on 
Buddhism are reproduced, making these approximately one hundred pages a useful re- 
search tool. 


An open-minded reader, however, will not find much credibility for Nanajivako’s thesis for 
there is no evidence that Schopenhauer ever lost his admiration for Vedanta and allied 
Hindu systems. Nor did he ever show in his writings an overwhelming preference for 
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Buddhism over Hinduism. It is true, though, that in his essay on death in WWR2 he prais- 
es the Buddhist notion of rebirth as better than the theories of metempsychosis in ancient 
Greek and Hindu thought: “We find this doctrine in its subtlest form coming nearest to 
truth in Buddhism” (WWR2)/p), 504). Perhaps Buddhist theory of rebirth comes nearest to 
Schopenhauer’s own theory of the indestructibility of the will that, according to him, lives 
on in the species rather than in individuals. 


Sporadic observations of this kind should nonetheless not lead us to conclude that 
Schopenhauer preferred Buddhism over Vedanta on the whole in his later phase. For, in 
the same essay on death, he has this to say: “the conviction here described and arising di- 
rectly out of the apprehension of nature must have been extremely lively in those sublime 
authors of the Upanishads of the Vedas, who can scarcely be conceived as mere human 
beings” (WWR2)/p;, 475). Schopenhauer admires and cites the Bhagvadgita as well as the 
Buddha in the same work, composed in the later years of his career. 


Nanajivako correctly points out that Schopenhauer, like Goethe and Schelling, had at- 
tended Frederich Majer’s lectures in Oriental thought in 1813. In March of 1814, he ob- 
tained a copy of the Upanishads from the Weimar library.*! In the notes made by 
Schopenhauer in his diaries (HN) in the next two years, there are further reflections on 
maya. These earliest references may suffice to show how deep the first impact of Indian 
thought was on Schopenhauer at the very time when the idea of his system was begin- 
ning to germinate in his mind. However, Nanajivako’s thesis that Schopenhauer grew 

(p. 389) out of his initial fascination with Vedanta and Hinduism and regarded Buddhism 
as the most worthwhile philosophy is unconvincing. Why would anyone consider Schopen- 
hauer as dismissive of Vedanta when, as late as in 1851, he pays the following tribute to 
the Anquetil-Duperron translation of the Upanishads: “(It is) the most edifying reading, 
with the exception of the original text that could be possible in this world; it has been the 
solace of my life and will be the solace of my death” (PP2;p), 397). 


Nanajivako draws some further misleading conclusions, such as the following: “at later 
stages it can be seen how this expansion of the Vedic idea of maya subsided and ... was 
taken over by more explicitly Buddhist connotation of samsara.” Nanajivako’s attempts to 
claim samsara as an exclusively Buddhist notion is quite strange. Samsara is a perennial 
concept of the Indian tradition, which is a colloquial term for the “world.” This term is 
connected with the myth of reincarnation and is older than the Buddhist faith itself. Thus, 
in Schopenhauer’s thought, there is no such thing as a break with Vedanta and full en- 
dorsement of Buddhism for there was no abatement of his admiration of Eastern concepts 
from Vedanta. 


However, Schopenhauer’s own interpretation of Buddhism is somewhat slanted toward 
pessimism, and he does not show adequate attention to detail in his reading of the four 
noble truths. He focuses on the term (dukkha) in these truths, the literal meaning of 
which is suffering or pain, but the more philosophical meaning (namely, existential un-sat- 
isfactoriness) is not fully present in Schopenhauer’s interpretation. Consider how in the 
ancient Buddhist sutras (discourses), the standard statement of the first noble (aryan) 
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truth is as follows: “now this o monks, is a noble truths of dukkha ; birth is dukkha, old 
age is dukkha, sickness is dukkha, sorrow, lamentation dejection and despair are dukkha. 
Contact with unpleasant things is dukkha, not getting what one wants is dukkha. In short, 
five skandhas of grasping are dukkha.”2* Now the repeated use of the term dukkha, if tak- 
en in its literal meaning, may create the impression that the Buddha took a gloomy view 
of human existence and maintained that “all life is suffering,” and this would also create 
the impression of Buddhism as a pessimistic philosophy which turns a blind eye toward 
possible happiness and the glorious potentials of human existence. But when we recog- 
nize that the Buddha took pains to mention some specific occasions of inevitable suffer- 
ing, the accusation of pessimism is no longer accurate. We should add to the fact that 
next three noble truths offer a diagnosis, as well as a remedy out of dukkha; thus, it is not 
fair to call it pessimistic on the whole. 


Nevertheless, the supposed pessimism and asceticism combined with seeming rejection 
of samsara (worldliness) may be the main attractions that drew Schopenhauer to Bud- 
dhism. He seems to oversimplify the four noble truths in WWR2)p). 


[In Buddhism] ... all improvement, conversion and salvation to be hoped from this 
world of suffering, from this Samsara, proceed from knowledge of the four funda- 
mental truths: (1) dolor [suffering], (2) doloris ortus [origin of suffering], (3) dolris 
inferitus [cessation of suffering], (4) Octoparite via ad doloris sedation [eightfold 
path to the ceasing of suffering ... . 


(p. 390) ,,, Christianity belongs to the ancient true and sublime faith of mankind. 
The faith stands in contrast to the false, shallow and pernicious optimism that 
manifests itself in Greek paganism, Judaism and Islam. (WWR2)p), 623) 


Thus Schopenhauer admires Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity for their supposed re- 
jection of pernicious optimism that prevails in the Old Testament and Islam. At the same 
time he oversimplifies the noble truths, especially the first one. He describes the essence 
of the first noble truth in one word, namely, dolor, suffering. The question arises that if 
the Buddha wanted to say that all human existence is nothing but suffering, why he didn’t 
say so. It would have been easy to say that “life is suffering,” and then skip the remaining 
descriptions of the specific occasions of suffering. Buddhists, however, believe that the 
Buddha’s account was realistic rather than pessimistic, for the noble truths identify a 
cause of dukkha, namely, trsna (craving), and assert that this cause can be “removed with- 
out a remainder.” They also prescribe the eightfold path that will remove suffering. Thus, 
Schopenhauer chooses to overlook the hopeful spirit of the second, third, and fourth no- 
ble truths. The sermon of the Buddha, which contains a statement of four truths, begins 
with an admonition of the Buddha to the five former disciples. 


These two extremes, O monks, are not to be practiced by one who has gone forth 
from samsara. ... That conjoined with passions ... and that conjoined with self-tor- 
ture. ... Avoiding these extremes, the Tathagata (Buddha) has gained the knowl- 
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edge of the middle way, which gives sight and knowledge and tends to claim, to in- 
sight enlightenment, Nirvana.24 


Thus neither the thoughtless pursuit of passions nor other extreme of asceticism and 
mounting self-torture can deliver a higher thoughtful life and/or the glimpses of truth. 
Thus Buddhism does not advocate either pessimism or asceticism or the denials of the 
will in its extreme form. 


23.3 Some Hasty Critiques of Schopenhauer 


Schopenhauer is not exactly an admired figure in the history of modern philosophy. The 
tag of being a committed pessimist is too readily applied to him. However, the reasons for 
his pessimism are often oversimplified and the extent of his pessimism is unduly exagger- 
ated because many of his concepts and standpoints are misunderstood. Many such misun- 
derstandings are rooted in a lack of appreciation of his connections with Eastern thought. 
A lack of even a basic familiarity with Vedanta and Buddhism on the part of many of his 
modern critics has driven them to draw some hasty conclusions not only about 
Schopenhauer’s thought but also about his personality. The fundamental positions of this 
thinker regarding the sufferings and the undesirable status in this world .391) and the 
concepts of eternal justice, death, and salvation are often misunderstood in the secondary 
literature. This is so because an assessment of similar concepts in Vedanta and Buddhism 
is seldom carried out, and the roots of the seemingly discordant notions of 
Schopenhauer’s system are seldom traced in Eastern thought. This is not to say that 
Schopenhauer simply borrowed these concepts from Eastern thought, nor is it an attempt 
to exaggerate the role of Eastern influences on Schopenhauer. But an assessment of simi- 
lar notions in Eastern thought helps us to understand the original way of thinking that 
Schopenhauer had. Many of Schopenhauer’s modern interpreters have misunderstood or 
oversimplified this thinker’s fundamental positions on the status of this world, human ex- 
istence, and suffering, or the Eastern dimension of his thought. 


One of the most bewildering aspects of Schopenhauer’s thought for many of his inter- 
preters has been his apparent disdain of the world, human existence, and human nature. 
His condemnation of individualism, an all-important Western value, as well as his focus on 
suffering and overlooking of the possibilities of happiness are viewed as quite anomalous. 
Thus the labels of extreme pessimism, absurdity, perversity, and hypocrisy are applied to 
Schopenhauer by some well-established scholars. Schopenhauer is widely known as a 
pessimistic thinker, and he himself is never shy of calling optimism a pernicious philoso- 
phy and of rejecting the notion that ours is the best of all possible worlds. Nevertheless 
the current secondary literature often judges him as more pessimistic than he is and cari- 
catures both his life and work as odd, eccentric, and puzzling. Statements such as these 
have raised many eyebrows: “To desire immortality for the individual is to perpetuate an 
error forever, for at bottom every individuality is really only a special error, a false step, 
something that it would be better should not be, in fact, something from which it is the 
real purpose of life to bring us back” (WWR2)p), 492). These are the kinds of assertions 
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that are often so difficult for many Schopenhauer scholars to accept at face value. They 
usually attribute such convictions to his pessimism or begin to see contradictions in his 
standpoints. For example, Michael Fox in his article “Schopenhauer on Death, Suicide 
and Self-Renunciation” frustratingly remarks that 


The doctrine of palingenesis as promulgated by Schopenhauer is indeed difficult 
to comprehend and there is more than one lacuna in his account. ... After all 
Schopenhauer makes the perverse claim that for mankind it would have been bet- 
ter not to have come into being and to exist; life is just a disturbing interruption of 
the blissful non-existence. Schopenhauer’s doctrine of self-renunciation must be 
examined independently of his entirely perverse and absurd position. ... That man 
is guilty and inexpugnably sinful, not because of his deeds but merely because he 
exists.2° 


In a similarly unsympathetic and literal reading of Schopenhauer’s statement “we are at 
bottom something that ought not to be” (WWR 2)p), 507), David Cartwright writes, “We 
suffer and die because we deserve it. The world is perfectly retributive. We deserve what 
we receive because we are guilty. We are guilty because we exist. Schopenhauer’s logic is 
now as Clear as it is unconvincing.”2° 

A misunderstanding of Schopenhauer’s analysis of samsara consistent with his reading of 
Vedanta and Buddhism, a failure to distinguish between “excessive worldliness” . 392) 
and the “world as such,” and a refusal to take seriously the wisdom behind the myth of 
reincarnation (a living belief of two-thirds of humanity) has driven many interpreters of 
Schopenhauer to extreme judgments of not only this man’s philosophy but of the man 
himself. For example, Bryan Magee in his Philosophy of Schopenhauer writes 


In the light of the present day knowledge there can be little doubt that 
Schopenhauer’s despairing view of the world, above all, his conviction of terrible- 
ness of existence as such, were in some degree neurotic manifestations which had 
roots in his relationship with his mother. ... If actions speak louder than words, his 
life as he in fact lives it ... tells us of a man in whom protean pleasures are being 
experienced side by side with mountainous frustration, misanthropy and desolate 
miseries of neurosis.*’ 


Although John Atwell does not offer an adequate analysis of Schopenhauer’s connections 
with Eastern thought in his book, Schopenhauer: The Human Character, he offers an im- 
portant rejoinder to scholars who advocate selective reading of Schopenhauer and wish 
to rub out some sections, usually those aligning with Eastern worldviews, from 
Schopenhauer’s writings. Atwell cautions that passages deemed as “absurd,” “perverse,” 
and “unconvincing” from Western perspectives cannot simply be disregarded. 


Now if the doctrine of eternal justice is “absurd” or “perverse,” then it is not so in 
itself, but only because Schopenhauer’s entire metaphysical thesis—the world as 
will—is absurd or perverse; for the doctrine of eternal justice follows with strict 
necessity from the metaphysical thesis. ... Consequently one cannot logically ac- 
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cept the metaphysical thesis or even regard it as plausible or worthwhile or in- 
sightful (as critics often suggest) and then reject the doctrine of eternal justice or 
regard it as nonsense (as the very same critics often do).7° 


Atwell correctly identifies the tendency to show irritation with some parts of 
Schopenhauer’s writing by his modern critics. It is to be noticed that the passages and 
the concepts taken to task are frequently those that emanate from Schopenhauer’s affini- 
ties with Indian thought, which is an area of knowledge that these critics have not ade- 
quately taken into account. Thus often some fundamental rationales, presuppositions, and 
concepts of Schopenhauer are cast aside due to critics’ unfamiliarity with Eastern 
thought. 


In response to these hasty and severe critiques, we must assert that there is nothing ab- 
surd or perverse about Schopenhauer’s appreciation of the Vedantic and Buddhist stand- 
point that continued life of samsara (attachment to the worldliness) is not something to be 
celebrated for otherwise the higher life of detachment and seeking of salvation will be 
rendered meaningless. The bliss of moksha (salvation, freedom) must be contrasted with 
the vulgarity of samsaric existence or what Schopenhauer calls the life of a philistine. 
This is necessary to inspire oneself toward a higher life of detachment; that is, a life of de- 
nial of the will. The portrayal of nirvana as a release from the cycle of rebirth is a mytho- 
logical exposition of the philosophical standpoint that samsara or worldliness ought not to 
be valued in a philosophical lifestyle. To desire perpetuation of one’s individuality . 393) 
is to give in to mine-ness (mamta) and moha (attachment). It is tantamount to saying yes 
to samsara, which is neither philosophically desirable nor praiseworthy. Schopenhauer’s 
statement that “at bottom every individuality is a special error, a false step, something 
that it would be better not to be” (WWR 2/p), 491-92) is consistent with the Vedanta mes- 
sage that to take the ego (aham) as real is to dismiss one’s larger self (atman). All individ- 
ualities and diversity are superficial and in contrast to One-ness of brahman. Agreeing 
with Vedanta, Schopenhauer maintains that the real purpose of human life is to bring our- 
selves back from the individuality-based, vulgar living which continues to affirm the 
seemingly rational pursuits of the irrational urges of the will-to-live, that produce samsara 
for us. In essence, Schopenhauer is revalidating Vedanta as well as what Socrates said: 
‘it is not just living that counts but living well.” 


23.4 Schopenhauer and Vedanta 


Schopenhauer, like other contemporary Indologists, studied the texts of Vedanta at first 
and came to learn about Buddhism a few years later as Buddhist literature became avail- 
able in Europe. However he was far more advanced than Hegel whose commentaries on 
Indian thought were based exclusively on Vedanta texts and who had little or no knowl- 
edge of Buddhism. Schopenhauer, however, read everything that was being published on 
the subject in Europe and developed a deep interest in Buddhism. Regarding the rapid 
advancement of Indian studies in Europe during his lifetime, Schopenhauer says the fol- 
lowing in a footnote in a later edition of WWR: “In the last forty years Indian literature 
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has grown so much in Europe, that if I now wished to complete this note to the first edi- 
tion, it would fill several pages” (WWR1)p}, 388n). 


Even though Schopenhauer’s knowledge of Hindu thought came to him much earlier than 
that of Buddhism and his respect for it never diminished throughout his life, he developed 
an equal degree of respect for Buddhism as well. As quoted by Halbfass, the following au- 
tobiographical remarks make it clear that his knowledge of Vedanta came to him before 
the literature on Buddhism even became available in Europe: “On the whole the harmony 
(of Buddhism) with my teachings is wonderful, all the more so because I wrote the first 
volume (of WWR) between 1814 and 1818 it did not nor could have known all that.”29 


“Nor, could have known all that” (about Buddhism) indicates that not much was available 
in print about Buddhism between 1814 and 1818. But the following remarks in his Diary 
(1816) show his admission that he was already exposed to Hindu thought, perhaps after 
attending Friedrich Majer’s lectures (1813) prior to the writing period of the first volume 
of WWR: “By the way, I admit that I do not believe that my doctrine could have ever been 
formulated before the Upanishads, Plato and Kant were able to able to cast their light 
spontaneously onto a human mind” (MR1, 467). 


However, the fact that Schopenhauer’s exposure to Hindu thought was earlier than that 
of Buddhist thought should not lead us to the conclusion that he preferred one over 

(p. 394) the other or that he revised his doctrinal positions in any way due to his subse- 
quent studies of Buddhism. It is evident to any careful reader of his later works that he of- 
ten quoted from these two Eastern traditions together and in the same breath. 


Schopenhauer maintained a life-long admiration and deep interest in Vedanta. This is evi- 
dent in his numerous references to the Vedic concepts and doctrines throughout his early 
and later works. However, this does not mean that his perceptive and creative accounts of 
Vedic thought were always comprehensive as well as indisputable in their interpretations. 
Schopenhauer’s validations of atheism, asceticism, and, above all, pessimism are obvious- 
ly in discord with the spirit of Vedanta. That is why it will be most objectionable to com- 
pare his concept of the will-to-live with either brahman or atman. It may be more compa- 
rable to maya. Although brahman is described as beyond everything while being within 
everything, neutral and indifferent, it is also called sat-chitta-ananda (everlasting, pure 
consciousness, blissful). Thus atheism and pessimism are ruled out by Vedanta. 


According to the popular views, Hinduism became explicitly theistic and devotional in the 
post-Upanishadic period in which the epics and the Bhagvadgita were written. Bhagvadgi- 
ta, a favorite text of Schopenhauer, was frequently quoted in his writings. Although 
Schopenhauer correctly celebrates the contributions of Hindu and Buddhist ascetics such 
as sadhus, samanas, munis, and rishis for their remarkably other-worldly lifestyles of the 
denial of the will-to-live, it is still hard to say whether Hinduism recommends the extreme 
asceticism of the kind described by Schopenhauer as the prototype of the denial of the 
will. For the pursuit of dharma is not a simple matter of affirmation and denial in various 
shades and schools of Hinduism. It is not merely a decision to deny or stifle worldliness or 
maya. The Vedantic tradition includes in itself the practice of bhakti (devotion, love) 
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which is to be combined with action (karma) and knowledge of the divine (jnana) accord- 
ing to the Bhagvadgita. In other words, the way of bhakti is not exactly the path of asceti- 
cism but perhaps an alternative to asceticism, a spontaneous embracing of the other- 
worldly in this world, an invitation to higher love in this life. The work of the bhakti-saints 
that appeared in India as part of the southern (sixth century onward) and northern (thir- 
teenth century onward) bhakti movements of Hindu revivalism show a personal and pas- 
sionate longing to identify with the object of devotion (ish). The role and the superiority of 
the way of bhakti is very succinctly outlined in the following words of the sixteenth-centu- 
ry bhakti saint Eknath (1548-1608): 


Though one restrains the senses, yet they are not restrained. Though one re- 
nounces sensual desires, yet they are not renounced. Again and again they return 
to torment one. For that reason “the flame of hari-bhakti was lit by Veda.” There is 
no need to suppress the senses, desire of sensual pleasure ceases of itself. So 
mighty is the power that lies in hari-bhakti. 


The senses that yogis suppress, bhakias devote to the worship of bhagvat (Blessed- 
One, Lord), offer to bhagvat. Yogis suffer in the flesh ... the followers of bhakti 
become forever emancipated. Though he has no knowledge of the Vedas, still by 
one (.395) so ignorant may the real atman be apprehended. The condition of 
brahman may easily be attained and realized. 


Women, sudras (lower castes) and all the others ... can be borne by the power of 
sraddha (faith) and bhakti to the other shore (of the ocean of samsara).?° 


It is obvious that Schopenhauer paid hardly any attention to bhakti as an important as- 
pect of Hinduism, although he does quote from the Kural, which is an important text of 
the Southern Bhakti movement in the Tamil language: “The passion of the mind directed 
outwards and that of the I directed inwards, should cease.” He cites this quote to com- 
pare it with a saying of Madame de Guyon in German theology: “In true love, there re- 
mains neither I nor me, mine ... and the like” (WWR2)/p), 613). In the next line Schopen- 
hauer quotes the Buddha: “My disciples reject the idea that I am this or this is mine.” For 
the lack of analysis of bhakti, neither Schopenhauer nor other early nineteenth-century 
Indologists can hardly be blamed. Hinduism of the intellectual variety alone or various 
treatments of jnana (knowledge) alone were offered in Europe of those times. By and 
large, bhakti, which is what makes Indian philosophies “living philosophies” or guidelines 
to higher living, are given hardly any importance even today. Most Western and Eastern 
scholars continue to offer intellectualized systems of Hindu thought in Western terminolo- 
gy, although some translations of the work of bhakti masters has appeared in recent 
times. Obviously such accounts of the practice of bhakti were not available to Schopen- 
hauer, although he was able to capture the essence of Hinduism in his own original fash- 
ion. 


In the fourth book of WWR, Schopenhauer, while discussing the denial of the will-to-live, 
finds much to admire about Christian mystics and ascetics as well as about the saints, as- 
cetics, and monks of Hinduism and Buddhism. 
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We cannot sufficiently wonder at the harmony we find ... (between) a Christian 
penitent or saint and that of an Indian. In spite of such fundamentally different 
dogmas, customs and circumstances, the endeavor and the inner life of both are 
absolutely the same. ... The Christian mystics and the teachers of the Vedanta phi- 
losophy agree in regarding all outward works and religious practices as superflu- 
ous for the man who has attained perfection. (WWR1)(pj, 389) 


Schopenhauer’s remarks indicate that the field of religion can also offer much by way of 
philosophical insight and guidelines for philosophical life, provided the different religious 
dogmas, rituals, and customs are set aside and what is common to practitioners of the de- 
nial of the will-to-live from Western and Eastern religions is studied carefully. Being a sec- 
ular-minded and atheistic philosopher, unlike Hegel and Schelling, what he admired in 
Hindu thought was the notion of brahman, which cannot simply be equated with that of 
God, and also the fact that Buddhism remains free of the obsession with God. Thus he 
was not merely admiring the Indian systems of thought but was also trying to free the 
philosophical investigations of modern Europe from its hidden agendas ©. 396) based on 
monotheistic Christian ideology and the concept of God. Thus his opposition to Hegel and 
Hegelianism was not merely a personal dislike but rooted on doctrinal differences. He 
was also trying to correct the assumptions of Indologists like Schlegel brothers and 
Schelling. 


It was necessary to find out whether the ancient and non-European notions espe- 
cially those of Hindustan, and many of the oldest Greek philosophers, actually ar- 
rived at those concepts, or whether only we, by translating Brahma (brahman) of 
the Hindus and the Tien (Tao) of the Chinese quite falsely as “God” charitably as- 
cribe such concepts to them, ... whether it is not the case that theism proper is to 
be found only in the Jewish religion and the two religions that have sprung from 
it. (WWR1)p), 486) 


Schopenhauer was sharp enough to foresee that the work of the Indologists, gratifying 
and complementary as it was to the Indian scholars, also did a great harm to the study of 
Indian philosophies and religions by providing some foundational interpretations that 
were based on Christian and theistic presuppositions. An example of this is some classical 
interpretations of the Bhagvadgita, which was hailed as the first theistic work of Hindu 
thought because its connections with Vedic and Upanishadic thought was dismissed in 
view of its supposedly theistic message. Due to the same line of thinking, the concept of 
bhakti (the soul of love, religious or secular) was simplistically understood as “worship of 
God,” and its origins were traced in the Bhagvadgita rather than the Vedas, where it actu- 
ally began. It is amazing to see that, in the early nineteenth century, Schopenhauer was 
free from such theistic dogmas and largely recognized Hindu thought independently from 
Western presuppositions. 


In connection with the relative existence of things governed by sufficient reason, 
Schopenhauer offers one of the most lucid definitions of maya, which reminds us of the 
way maya was defined by Sankara,*! eighth-century Hindu philosopher. 
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“It is maya the veil of deception, which covers the eyes of the mortals and causes 
them to see a world of which one cannot say either it is or that it is not, for it is 
like a dream, like the sunshine on the sand ... or like the piece of rope on the 
ground which (one) regards as the snake” (These similes are repeatedly found in 
innumerable passages of the Vedas and Puranas). But what all this meant ... is 
nothing else but ... the world as representation subordinated to the principle of 
sufficient reason. (WWR1)/p}, 8) 


This is an example of how Schopenhauer often found parallels for his own concepts in the 
doctrines of Vedanta. In the fourth book of WWR, Schopenhauer devotes almost two 
pages to comparing his concept of eternal justice, the “vivid knowledge (which) will al- 
ways remain inaccessible to the majority of men,” with Vedanta and the allied myth of 
reincarnation (WWR1)p), 355-56). He explains that the great truth tat tvam asi (that thou 
art) “was translated into the way of knowledge following the principle of sufficient rea- 
son. ... This way of knowledge is indeed quite incapable of assimilating that ©. 397) truth 
... yet in the form of a myth, it received a substitute” (WWR1)p), 355). Schopenhauer high- 
lights the importance of the myth of rebirth in Hinduism. This myth serves as a guide to 
conduct by making clear the ethical significance of human conduct through a figurative 
description. 


Never has a myth been, and never will be, more closely associated with a philo- 
sophical truth accessible to so few, than this very ancient teaching of the noblest 
and oldest of peoples. ... We, on the contrary, now send to the Brahmans English 
clergymen and evangelical linen-weavers. ... But this is just the same as if we fired 
a bullet at a cliff. ... The ancient wisdom of the human race will not be supplanted 
by the events in Galilee. On the contrary, Indian wisdom flows back to Europe, and 
will produce a fundamental change in our knowledge and thought. (WWR2)/p, 
3o7) 


Schopenhauer repeatedly wonders why Hindus were so resistant to the attempts made by 
the foreign missionaries to convert them in his Parerga and Paralipomena. In this major 
work, which finally made him famous throughout Europe in the last decade of his life, he 
seems to regard the efforts of the missionaries as futile (PP2;p}, 223, 225, 328). The book 
is a collection of essays and random thoughts on a variety of subjects written in a popular 
format, where Schopenhauer shows a grasp of the world of Hinduism by interpreting its 
philosophies, religious texts, and mythologies. In this regard, he does not miss the role of 
Hinduism as a unique worldview and a way of life. He looks at Hindu mythology as a mir- 
ror of Hindu thought as his studies of the primary and secondary texts gave him a unique 
expertise. He found its concepts of Vedanta, along with those of the six classical systems, 
as valuable ways of thinking about the grounds of reality. His own slant to reality is often 
unmistakable, as in the following analysis of Hindu trinity (Trimurti): 


Vedas also teach no God creator but a world-soul called brahma (brahman) in the 
center. Brahma sprung from the navel of Vishnu with the four faces and as part of 
the Trimutri, is only a popular personification of Brahma (Brahman) in the ex- 
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tremely transparent Indian mythology. He obviously represents the generation (of 
beings) ... just as Vishnu does their acme, and Shiva their destruction and extinc- 
tion. Moreover, his production of the world is a sinful act, just as is the world in- 
carnation of Brahma. (PP1,p}, 127) 


The last sentence shows Schopenhauer’s pessimistic bias. The production of the world by 
Brahman is not described as a sinful act, nor is the world on the whole a sinful reincarna- 
tion of Brahman according to Hindu scriptures. As explained by Sankara, the world was 
created as a sport (leela), it is a playful act of Brahman the Being of beings that is not 
lacking in anything, before or after the supposed creation of the world. 


There are numerous quotes in the two volumes of PP regarding the philosophical issues 

related to the meaning of death. Schopenhauer brings home the idea that birth, life, and 
death have to be considered as interconnected. The following remarks regarding ©. 398) 
life and death and growing old are indicative of his ability to express profound thoughts 

in a simple metaphor: 


Human life cannot really be called either long or short as it is at bottom the stan- 
dard whereby we measure all other length of time. In the Upanishad ... the normal 
duration of human life is stated to be a hundred years. I think this is correct be- 
cause I have noticed that only those who have passed their nineteenth year ... die 
without any illness. The older we grow, the smaller human affairs seem to be, one 
and all. ... The vanity and emptiness of the whole stands out. (PP1;p},495) 


The remark that human life is the standard measure of all other temporal durations 
shows an understanding of time as existential reality, similarly to Heidegger’s existential 
theory of time, which is opposed to Aristotle’s notion of time as a series of nows. It is so 
difficult for the human entity to view life as either too short or too long. We assume these 
general characterizations alternatively depending on our own judgment of the way life 
strikes us. 


The insights from the Upanishads play a central role in the culmination of 
Schopenhauer’s system. The identification of one’s individuality with all and all others is 
an insight of the Upanishads that he quotes numerous times in his later works. 


The readers of my Ethics know that with me the foundation of morality rests ulti- 
mately on the truth which has its expression in the Veda and Vedanta in the estab- 
lished mystical formula tat tvam asi (that thou art) which is stated with reference 
to every living thing, whether man or animal, is then called the Mahavakya or 
Great Word. (PP2;p), 219) 


Thus, Hindu thought remained an enduring influence on Schopenhauer since his first in- 
troduction to it in the time period of the composition of his chief work. Even though he 
learned about Buddhism and about the various systems of Hindu thought in later years, 
his respect for the Upanishadic Hindu thought stayed with him to the end of his time. He 
had great regard for Indian philosophy. He was also interested in the mythologies and 
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broad outlooks of the Hindu people as well as in the art, music, and literary works of that 
tradition. No wonder that Hindu thought lies underneath the foundations of his system in 
a special and creative way. 


Further Reading 


App, Urs. “Schopenhauer’s Initial Encounter with Indian Thought.” Schopenhauer- 
Jahrbuch 87 (2006): 35-78. 


Cartwright, David. “Schopenhauer on Suffering, Death, Guilt and Consolations of Meta- 
physics.” In Schopenhauer: New Essays in Honor of his 200th Birthday, edited by Eric Van 
der Luft. Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellon Press, 1988. 


(p. 400) Fox, Michael. “Schopenhauer on Death, Suicide and Self-renunciation.” In 
Schopenhauer: His Philosophical Achievement, edited by Michael Fox. New York: Barnes 
and Noble Books, 1980. 


Halbfass, Wilhelm. India and Europe: An Essay in Understanding. Albany: State Universi- 
ty of New York Press, 1988. 


Macnicol, Nicole. Indian Theism. Delhi: Munshilal Manoharlal, 1915. 


Nanajivako, Bhikku. Studies in Comparative Philosophy. Columbo: Lakehouse Publishers, 
1983. 


Nicholls, Moira. “The Influences of Eastern Thought on Schopenhauer’s Doctrine of the 
Thing-in-itself.” In Cambridge Companion to Schopenhauer, edited by Christopher Jan- 
away. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999. 


Rahula, Walpola. What the Buddha Taught. New York: Grove Press, 1959. 
Singh, R. Raj. Bhakti and Philosophy. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2006. 
Singh, R. Raj. Death, Contemplation and Schopenhauer. Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007. 


Singh, R. Raj. Schopenhauer: A Guide for the Perplexed. London: Continuum, 2010. 


Notes: 


(1.) Some citations and other materials in this essay are taken from my books, Death, 
Contemplation and Schopenhauer (Aldershot, UK: Ashgate, 2007) and Schopenhauer: A 
Guide for the Perplexed (London: Continuum, 2010). However, all materials are revised 
and supplemented with extensive new analyses. 


(2.) Wilhelm Halbfass, India and Europe: An Essay in Understanding (Albany: State Uni- 
versity of New York Press, 1988). 


(3.) Ibid., 70. 


Page 20 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and Hindu Thought 
(4.) Ibid., 73. 
(5.) Ibid., 84. 
(6.) Ibid., 86. 
(7.) Ibid., 88. 
(8.) Ibid., 89. 
(9.) Ibid., 106. 
(10.) Ibid., 100. 
(11.) Ibid., 102. 
(12.) Ibid. 

(13.) Ibid., 107. 
(14.) Ibid., 120. 


(15.) Moira Nicholls, “The Influences of Eastern Thought on Schopenhauer’s Doctrine of 
the Thing-in-itself,” in Cambridge Companion to Schopenhauer, edited by Christopher 
Janaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 176. 


(16.) Ibid., 177. 
(17.) Ibid., 171-72. 
(18.) Ibid., 173. 
(19.) Ibid., 174. 


(20.) Bhikku Nanajivako, Studies in Comparative Philosophy (Columbo: Lakehouse Pub- 
lishers, 1983). 


(21.) See Urs App, “Schopenhauer’s Initial Encounter with Indian Thought, Schopen- 
hauer-Jahrbuch 87 (2006), 35-78, at 41. 


(22.) Samyutta-nikaya, in A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy, edited by S. Radhakrishnan 
and C. Moore (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 1973), 274. 


(23.) Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught (New York: Grove Press, 1959), 16-28. 
(24.) Samyutta-nikaya, A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy, 274. 


(25.) Michael Fox, “Schopenhauer on Death, Suicide and Self-renunciation,” in Schopen- 
hauer: His Philosophical Achievement, edited by Michael Fox (New York: Barnes and No- 
ble Books, 1980), 161. 


Page 21 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and Hindu Thought 


(26.) David Cartwright, “Schopenhauer on Suffering, Death, Guilt and Consolations of 
Metaphysics,” in Schopenhauer: New Essays in Honor of his 200th Birthday, edited by Er- 
ic Van der Luft (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellon Press, 1988). 


(27.) Bryan Magee, The Philosophy of Schopenhauer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 13; 
260. 


(28.) John E. Atwell, Schopenhauer: The Human Character (Philadelphia, PA: Temple Uni- 
versity Press, 1990), 195. 


(29.) Halbfass, India and Europe, 107. 


(30.) Nicole Macnicol, Indian Theism (Delhi: Munshilal Manoharlal, 1915), 270. Also see 
my book Bhakti and Philosophy (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2006). 


(31.) Sankara defined maya as that which is neither real nor unreal nor real-unreal. 


R. Raj Singh 


R. Raj Singh is Professor of Philosophy at Brock University and specializes Contem- 
porary Continental Philosophy, Heidegger, Schopenhauer, and Philosophies of India, 
Vedanta, Buddhism, and Gandhi. His publications include Bhakti and Philosophy 
(Rowman and Littlefield, 2006), Death, Contemplation and Schopenhauer (Ashgate, 
2007), Schopenhauer: A Guide for the Perplexed (Continuum, 2010), and Heidegger, 
World and Death (Rowman and Littlefield, 2013), as well as numerous articles and 
book chapters on Indian thought. 


Page 22 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and Christianity 


Schopenhauer and Christianity 38 


Gerard Mannion 
The Oxford Handbook of Schopenhauer 
Edited by Robert L. Wicks 


Print Publication Date: Apr 2020 
Subject: Philosophy, History of Western Philosophy (Post-Classical) 
Online Publication Date: May 2020 DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190660055.013.23 


Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter explores Schopenhauer’s complex relationship with Christianity and Christ- 
ian thought. It charts the development of his relationship with religion to the point where 
he shapes a critically interpretive and frequently comparative theory of religions in gen- 
eral and his lifelong studies of Christianity in particular. Schopenhauer’s writings about 
Christianity are numerous and varied in character and tone for in numerous ways he was 
both a critic and defender of religion—especially Christianity. The chapter outlines 
Schopenhauer’s interactions with and interpretations of major Christian doctrines and 
thinkers and also discusses those aspects of Christian thought that most significantly in- 
fluenced his own writings, especially in terms of metaphysics, ethics, and soteriology. It 
concludes with some reflections on just how dependent his philosophical system was on 
Christianity and religion in general for his most significant ideas. Overall it seeks to 
demonstrate that an engagement with Schopenhauer’s relationship with Christianity and 
Christian thought can prove illuminating for understanding multiple aspects of his philos- 
ophy in general. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Christianity, God, via negativa, theology, mysticism, asceticism 


Contrary to many textbook assumptions over the years, Schopenhauer’s relationship with 
religion and especially Christianity was much more ambivalent and, in several respects, 
even paradoxical in character than is often assumed, and his thought cannot be adequate- 
ly nor even accurately explained through the interpretive lens of atheism.! Despite his cri- 
tiques of the faith, Schopenhauer even received a conventional Christian burial, with the 
traditional German Evangelical service read at his graveside on September 26, 1860.” 


Schopenhauer’s philosophical system works toward a pinnacle, one that he, himself, stat- 
ed was its entire point and most important part. He terms this section of his magnum 
opus (The World as Will and Representation), the “Doctrine of Salvation.” Given this, it is 
therefore important for anyone seeking a better understanding of Schopenhauer to en- 
gage with what he had to say about religion and to appreciate the influence religion had 
on him personally and on his writings. As a dialogue partner for his philosophy, Christiani- 
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ty clearly emerges as among the three most influential religions for Schopenhauer’s 
thought, alongside Hinduism and Buddhism.° Arthur Hiibscher suggests that the main 
theme which he took away from his studies in these Asian religions was the idea of “uni- 
versality,”* something which he found also in romanticism and what he termed “true 
Christianity.” So, in a sense, he was also something of a syncretist and, as another biogra- 
pher stated, “[Schopenhauer] maintains that the spirit of true religion is everywhere the 
same ... .”° While all three religions played more than a simply confirmatory role in 
Schopenhauer’s thought, whether consciously or otherwise, a case can be made that 
Christianity was the religion that exerted the greatest influence on Schopenhauer, if by 
influence is also included his interaction with and critique of Christianity and Christian 
theology; that is, through carefully engaging this faith as a dialogue partner, Schopen- 
hauer honed many of his most important ideas. 


w.402) 24,1 Schopenhauer the Interpreter of Reli- 
gion 


Indeed, Schopenhauer, being fascinated by religion in general, delved deeply into the his- 
tory, traditions, doctrines and theological interpretations of Christianity from the earliest 
times of that faith and from multiple differing contexts of the Christian world. Likewise, 
he was fascinated by accounts of religious communities and institutions, as well as by re- 
ligious customs, practices, and rituals. He understood that no single religion—least of all 
Christianity—is uniform in story or character and compared and contrasted not only be- 
tween differing faiths but equally within them, too—both synchronically and diachronical- 
ly. Much Christian art engrossed him, and, on his many travels, he was also captivated by 
the Christian sites he visited, while his encyclopedic reading transported him to innumer- 
able other religious times, places, and communities upon which his pen recorded so very 
many insightful and incisive (alongside occasionally acerbic) reflections. His notebooks 
are littered with entries on religious matters, and Christianity looms large from the very 
beginnings of these. We can also find references to and discussions of religion and Chris- 
tianity, from doctrine to practices, throughout his published works from his doctoral dis- 
sertation down to his popular essays. And this nowhere more so than throughout both the 
main pages, as well as the minutiae of the exhaustive footnotes, in his magnum opus, The 
World as Will and Representation. 


From his student days, he undoubtedly ceased to be a conventional believer and practi- 
tioner of the Christian faith into which he was born and at least nominally raised, becom- 
ing ever more willing to turn his sharp critical analysis toward religion itself (particularly 
coming to challenge certain doctrines and practices on the grounds of reason and experi- 
ence alike). Yet he was anything but a Richard Dawkins-like proponent of doing away with 
religion and denouncing it as being pernicious per se, seeking to replace it with a purely 
scientific, rationalistic, and materialistic explanation for the world and every aspect of hu- 
man existence alike.® Rather, when Schopenhauer turned his attention toward religion 
and especially to Christianity, he sought to understand, interpret, and explain what he 


Page 2 of 28 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and Christianity 


could clearly see was a force both for much good, truth, and enlightenment in the world, 
as well as being something that sometimes stood in the way of greater human fulfillment 
and understanding for a wide variety of reasons. 


Indeed, rather than rejecting religion and Christianity outright (his more patronizing 
comparisons between religion or faith and philosophy notwithstanding), Schopenhauer 
should be viewed as among the more significant of modern thinkers who sought to offer a 
critical and comparative interpretation of religion.’ 

Schopenhauer’s own interpretation of religion was less rigidly systematic but employed 
many differing methods that would later become familiar in the wider interpretation of 
religion—in many respects well ahead of his time.® And he influenced numerous subse- 
quent approaches to the study of religion, both consciously and unconsciously . 403) 
(e.g., Emile Durkheim [Schopenhauer particularly influenced his classic text the Elemen- 
tary Forms of the Religious Life,?] and Max Weber). 


And, despite his epistolary admission that some aspects of his philosophy stood in contra- 
diction to some of the “Judeo-Christian dogmas,”!® Christian thought helped shape many 
of Schopenhauer’s most important writings. Furthermore, through exploring how 
Schopenhauer’s thought relates to religious thought, long-standing conundrums with re- 
gard to the coherence of his philosophical system can be considered in a new light. In- 
deed, in the same letter he states that the fourth and final book of The World as Will and 
Representation offers a moral philosophy “that agrees exactly with genuine 
Christianity.” !! 


24.2 A Life-Long Student of Christianity: 
Schopenhauer’s Personal and Intellectual Rela- 
tionship with Christianity and Christian 
Thought 


Schopenhauer’s Hamburg schooling exposed him to the moralistic influences of German 
Pietism, itself influenced by German mysticism. And, despite his protests at having to en- 
dure the too numerous Anglican services at the Wimbledon English boarding school to 
which his parents sent him as a teenager, Schopenhauer was far from indifferent to reli- 
gion per se and especially not to the intellectual study of Christianity. As a young man, 
the simple (yet critical) Christian faith articulated in the writings of Matthias Claudius 
(1740-1815) were particularly important to him,!? and he was also attracted by the mysti- 
cal-devotional character of Catholicism on a visit to Ghent Cathedral in 1803—an attrac- 
tion which was to remain with him throughout his life and work.!* 


However both the death (presumed by suicide) of his father as well as his travels through- 
out Europe would profoundly shake whatever degree of Christian faith he had. Schopen- 
hauer later remarked that his belief in the traditional notion of a creator-God was being 
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questioned as early as the age of eighteen for he had become increasingly troubled by 
what he found and saw in the world, and, like many a young person, the existence of evil 
and suffering greatly distressed his talented mind. And, like many in his era, familiar in- 
terpretations of the doctrinal assurances from religion were no longer providing him with 
sufficient confidence that all shall be well. And yet that young man would also include in 
his notebook his realization that “If we take out of life the few moments of religion, art 
and pure love, what is left except a number of trivial thoughts?” (MR1, 9).!4 


As a student in Berlin, even had he wished to, Schopenhauer would have found it difficult 
to escape Christianity and Christian theology, for both continued to hold great sway in the 
German university system and society of the time. This influence was still (. 404) espe- 
cially significant even among professors of philosophy. But, in any case, it is clear from 
his student notebooks that he had no wish to escape from engaging such things, scrib- 
bling away furiously, even if already his observations display the critical assessment of 
specific doctrines that he would later develop at greater length. 


Schopenhauer continued to attend church until the age of twenty-four. He came to reject 
religion in the form of a system of dogmas in 1812, coming to the conclusion that one 
could not begin from eternal truths when the possibility of the comprehension of such 
truths was a problem in itself. 


For Schopenhauer, the concept of God gradually became an increasingly empty husk until 
he declared he was abandoning the use of the concept and term, also in 1812, stating he 
could not bear tolerance of a “hollow name” which served to allow one to live a custom- 
ary routine more comfortably.!° It was also in 1812 that he attended the polymath 
Friedrich Schleiermacher’s (1768-1834) lectures on the “History of Philosophy in the 
Christian Era,”!® for whose work he retained a respect that he rarely granted to other 
theologians of the era—despite a number of critical and occasionally caustic remarks in 
his notebooks and published writings alike. He shared with Schleiermacher the belief that 
religion’s most irreducible element is not to be found in dogmas and precepts, although 
he disagreed with the conclusions Schleiermacher came to with regard to what was at 
the heart of religion (the latter’s famed “feeling of absolute dependence”). In response to 
Schleiermacher’s arguments concerning the mutual dependence of theology and philoso- 
phy—the latter suggesting that one could not be a philosopher unless one was religious— 
Schopenhauer asserted the exact opposite, “No one who is religious will become a 
philosopher. He does not need it. No one who is a philosopher is in a true sense religious. 
He walks free of the leash, precariously but free” (MR2, 243). For the young Schopen- 
hauer, philosophy and religious faith were, to some extent, now being viewed as being 
mutually exclusive. Hubscher notes that this realization coincided with his abandoning 
the use of the term “God.”!7 


Yet all of this goes to demonstrate just how much attention was being given to religion in 
his own studies, thought, and writings. And as the “God” of the institutional Christianity 
of his own times, it was gradually supplanted by his own hybrid doctrine of the “better 
consciousness” (or “higher consciousness,” in German, besseres Bewuftsein)!®—an idea 
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that had come to him the previous year and that would continue to preoccupy his 
thoughts, holding a central place in his philosophy for the remainder of his life. It is a no- 
tion that further epitomized Schopenhauer’s ambivalence toward religion. The rich cul- 
tural diversity to which the young philosopher was exposed meant that it was natural for 
him, as a student in Berlin, to immerse himself in the Romantic tradition. Thus it was 
that, as his concept of God faded from the orthodox notion and he rejected formalized 
doctrinal interpretations, so also was there an increase in his concentration on inner ex- 
perience. In the year that marked the end of his usage of the word “God” as a meaningful 
concept, he described this consciousness in the following manner: 


This consciousness lies beyond all experience and thus beyond all reason, both 
theoretical and practical (instinct). It is not concerned with reason except that, 

(p. 405) by virtue of its mysterious connexion with this in one individual, it meets 
with experience, and here for the individual there then arises the choice whether 
he will be reason or better consciousness.!9_ (MR1, 23) 


Even at this early stage of his career, this passage introduces ideas that would remain 
crucial to his philosophy for the rest of his life. Later in his notebooks, he would also call 
the better consciousness, the “Peace of God” (MRI, 114). The increasingly ambiguous na- 
ture of Schopenhauer’s relationship with religion is particularly indicated by further re- 
marks from 1813: 


Gradually, especially during the time of Scholasticism and later, God, has been 
dressed in all kinds of qualities; but enlightenment has forced him to take them off 
again, one garment after another, and one would like to take them all off, were 
there not the scruple that the results of this might then be that there were only 
garments with nothing in them. Now there are two garments that cannot be taken 
off, in other words two inseparable qualities of God, namely personality and 
causality. These must always be found in the concept God and are the most neces- 
sary Characteristics. As soon as we remove these, we may well be able to speak of 
God, but we can no longer have any conception of him. But I say that in this tem- 
poral and sensuous world of our understanding there are indeed personality and 
causality, in fact they are even necessary. However, the better consciousness in me 
lifts me into a world where there is no longer personality and causality or subject 
and object. My hope and belief is that this better (supersensuous and extratempo- 
ral) consciousness will become my only one, and for that reason I hope that it is no 
God. But if anyone wants to use the expression God symbolically for that better 
consciousness itself or for much that we are unable to separate and to name, so 
let it be, yet not among philosophers I should have thought. (MR1, 44) 


Here Schopenhauer alludes to the analogical and mythical elements of religious doctrine, 
upon which several theologians of his era focused a great deal—as would Schopenhauer, 
himself.2° He also demonstrates that, already, his reading had familiarized him with the 
mystical via negativa, a method in which he would increasingly take refuge. 
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While, at times, Schopenhauer’s interpretation of religion may well have been question- 
able (as in parts of his analysis of the concept of God), he nonetheless (and in many 
places) went to great lengths to study and critique traditional theological ideas. He be- 
came especially critical of what he perceived to be the overtly optimistic and anthropo- 
morphic theological tendencies prevalent in his time, and he would frequently write cut- 
ting remarks dismissing such theologies. 


Often when Schopenhauer spoke of “religion,” he largely had in mind Christianity. In par- 
ticular, he found much to criticize with certain forms of theism, and it is important to note 
that he did not equate theism and religion as one and the same thing: “religion is related 
to theism as the genus to a single species” (FRjpj, 187). 


Given all this, alongside his adaptation of transcendental idealism and views concerning 
the principle of sufficient reason, the younger Schopenhauer became especially critical of 
natural theology (i.e., attempts to reason directly from things of the world to significant 
and specific truths about the divine), especially, because (he believed) it seeks . 406) to 
make a causal connection between the world and God in a manner which breaches that 
very principle.?! Along with Kant’s rejection of the proofs for God’s existence (he argued 
that just because Kant had closed off any way of knowing God by starting with the world, 
this was no excuse for beginning with God as something known and given) (WWR2)/p}, 
350), he also expressed his admiration for David Hume’s Natural History of Religion and 
also his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.?? 


Schopenhauer would give special attention to critiquing the most typical and well-known 
philosophical arguments for the existence of God—an undertaking that would preoccupy 
much of his thought and writing for some years to come. Schopenhauer’s particular refu- 
tation of such arguments is aimed at notions which see God as an explanatory hypothesis 
for the world in a logical sense.*? Indeed, his sharpest critiques of religion in general 
were aimed toward its functioning and value as an explanatory hypothesis for the world 
in comparison to his own system. 


This can be seen, in particular, in his doctoral thesis,2* which concerned explanatory hy- 
potheses in general. Schopenhauer deemed theism to be such a hypothesis, albeit a 
flawed one.?° His main problem appeared to be with the causal linkage between God, un- 
derstood as creator, and the world. He believed that many aspects of traditional theism 
breached the “rules” of the principle of sufficient reason and so were found wanting. 
Hence he rejected the cosmological proof for the existence of God by arguing that causal- 
ity only applies to the phenomenal world and could have no meaning above/beyond it 
(WWR2)p}, 43, FR, 53, 58, 62): one cannot proceed from the world as totality to God as its 
sufficient reason or cause.*® 


Schopenhauer also rejected the teleological argument for God’s existence,’ both accord- 
ing to his interpretation of the principle of sufficient reason and because the sheer vol- 
ume of suffering and evil in the world challenges any notion that there lies within the 
world a purpose, the author of which is a supremely good, all-powerful God. On such 
grounds Schopenhauer rejected Leibniz’s systematic optimism.?® Such musings on the 
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problem of evil and suffering in the world, of course, heavily influenced the formulation of 
that part of his own explanatory hypothesis for which he became best known, viz., the 
metaphysics of the will. 


Schopenhauer equally dismissed the ontological proof for God’s existence. In his notes 
from Schleiermacher’s lectures, following his statement of Anselm’s famous definition of 
God as the inherent idea of a perfect being—that than which nothing greater can be con- 
ceived (from his Proslogion?’). 


(Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury). “Every man has within himself the idea of an 
absolute and supremely perfect being; if an object corresponds to this idea, it is 
God, but if no object corresponds to it, then the concept is deprived of reality and 
therefore of perfection.” (MR2, 244) 


Schopenhauer added the following, demonstrating the degree to which he was grappling 
with the concept of God: 


The concept of course, but not what is represented in the concept; this remains 
represented as perfect and hence as existing (real), but always only represented. 

(». 407) J admit that if you represent it perfectly, you really represent it, but in this 
way you never go beyond representing. (MR2, 244) 


Schopenhauer here points toward the inadequacy of human knowledge concerning ques- 
tions about what is beyond the conditions of the possibility of such knowledge. However, 
while the concept of God may have lost favor with Schopenhauer by the time he wrote 
this, he also seems to have been suggesting that what Christianity uses the term “God” to 
refer to is not deprived of reality or perfection despite the shortcomings of the ontological 
argument itself. Schopenhauer, for the most part, would try to exercise philosophical hu- 
mility with regard to speculations concerning such questions. And, in later years, he 
would sum up his theological grappling with the concept by remarking that “As soon as 
anyone speaks of God, I do not know what he is talking about” (MR4, 368). 


Schopenhauer would likewise criticize Descartes’s version of the ontological argument 
for confusing the notion of a cause with that of a ground or reason of knowledge. 
Schopenhauer believes the notion that the concept of a supremely perfect being already 
contains the existence of such a being as a given is a prime example of the confusion be- 
tween a cause and a ground of knowledge. And what Descartes offers is actually a ground 
of knowledge (a reason) for why his God needs no explanatory cause to exist.2° Overall, 
Schopenhauer’s refutation of the ontological proof rested on its failure to draw on any- 
thing from experience. 


In such critiques, Schopenhauer was questioning claims that the existence of God and the 
nature of God’s relationship to the world could be logically demonstrated in a conclusive 
(rather than, for example, a “probable”) manner. Religion, for Schopenhauer, relied more 
on revelation and faith.?! 
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At times, Schopenhauer’s critique could appear to be against caricatures of theology and 
doctrine or of the approach to God taken by particular philosophers. Sometimes, he had 
not delved especially deeply into the writings or theological theories of which he was so 
dismissive. At other times, some of his valid points had already been made by Christian 
theologians themselves, long before.°2 


Yet Schopenhauer was also aware of alternative interpretations of the Christian under- 
standing of God and drew upon and referred to them at varying times throughout his ca- 
reer. So, for example, although Schopenhauer argued against the validity of the concept 
of God because he saw that such a conceptualization could not be made of what con- 
cerned that which is beyond the phenomenal, he would later commend the theology of 
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, from his Mystical Theology. Demonstrating that his 
reading in Christian theology was becoming ever more extensive and wide-reaching, he 
expressed a preference for this type of theology (i.e., mystical, negative, or apophatic the- 
ology), which is discourse concerning what we cannot know about God as opposed to af- 
firmative statements about what we can (albeit also pointing to the limitations of such a 
method in his typical Janus-faced fashion). 


... this [theology] consists merely in the explanation that all the predicates of God 
can be denied, but not one can be affirmed, because he resides above and beyond 
all being and all knowledge, what Dionysius calls epekeina, “on yonder side” and 

(p. 408) describes as something wholly and entirely inaccessible to our knowledge. 
This theology is the only true one; but it has no substance at all. Admittedly it says 
and tells us nothing, and it consists merely in the declaration that it is aware of 
this and cannot be otherwise. (MR3, 376)?° 


Indeed, as we shall consider, Schopenhauer would be deeply influenced by the mystical 
traditions in Christianity and engaged in comparative reflections on analogous traditions 
in other religions, too. 


24.3 Schopenhauer as Both Friend and Foe of 
Religion 


The latter paragraph also displays something of Schopenhauer’s “Janus-faced” attitude 
toward religion. In numerous writings he quite openly exhibited a dualistic attitude to- 
ward religion, on the one hand embracing much that it seeks to communicate and repre- 
sent and, at other times, resorting to crude and simplistic rejections of the very same and 
of its value. Nowhere is this more evident than in his “Religion: A Dialogue” (PP2;p), 324- 
60), where he articulates his perception of how religion functions as the “metaphysics of 
the people” (i.e., because it serves to answer the fundamental questions concerning hu- 
man existence in a digestible form for “the masses” and must be allowed to continue ful- 
filling this role). In the Dialogue, both speakers represent his own views as reflected else- 
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where in his numerous works. There is no victor in the debate; rather they both agree to 
acknowledge merits in one another’s cases and to go on their merry way as friends. 


In response to the criticisms levied against religion by the philosophical-minded Phi- 
lalethes (the “lover of the truth”), Demopheles, the “friend of the people,” articulates the 
allegorical and mythological character of religion—a character that cloaks those “higher 
truths” which the burdensome existence of most human beings has made it impossible for 
them to discern. Religion fulfills humanity’s deep metaphysical yearning and performs a 
socially cohesive and morally regulative function (PP2;p}, 325).°4 Demopheles further sug- 
gests that religious truth is more concerned with moral than with theoretical objectivity, 
again reflecting Schopenhauer’s own views as stated elsewhere. 


Possibly the metaphysical element in all religions is false, but in all the moral ele- 
ment it is true. This can be surmised from the fact that in the former they clash 
with one another, whereas in the latter they agree. (PP2 pj, 340) 


However, Schopenhauer did not simply see religion therefore as inferior to philosophy: 
rather, he was minded to see both the great merits and fault-lines that religion displays 
because of the manner in which it seeks to explain reality and guide those same masses. 


(p. 409) 


My philosophy is related to religions as is a straight line to several curves running 
close to it, for it expresses sensu proprio*° and consequently relates directly what 
they show under disguises and reach in roundabout ways. And indeed Christianity 
follows very distant and strangely meandering paths. (MR4, 378)°° 


Alongside his critique of Christian doctrines on philosophical grounds of reason and logic, 
Schopenhauer also argued that it was the corrupt and unsustainable outward forms of re- 
ligion that he opposed, never the essential character and truths contained beneath them. 
As Arthur Hubscher, one of the foremost authorities on Schopenhauer, observed, his “in- 
dignation was not directed at religion, but at the forms in which it manifested itself.”°7 
Schopenhauer stated that his attack on the shell of religion was so virulent because he 
sought to protect the core underneath which he valued, once stating that “There is noth- 
ing in which we have to distinguish the kernel from the shell so much as in Christianity. 
Just because I value this kernel highly, I sometimes treat the shell with little ceremony, 
yet it is thicker than is often supposed” (WWR2/p), 625). Therefore he would also state 
that, “If the Christian dogmas ... are taken allegorically, they are a sacred myth, a vehicle 
for conveying to the people truths that would otherwise be quite beyond their 

reach” (PP2;p), 363). And again, “Christianity is an allegory that reflects a true idea, but 
in itself the allegory is not what is true” (PP2/p), 389). 


So, variously, at times throughout his career and writings, he would criticize Christian 
doctrines while at other times he sought to reinterpret them or employ them to help draw 
a parallel with aspects of his own philosophy. Other times, still, he drew comparisons with 
doctrines in other faiths (and also with his own philosophy). And in still other and per- 
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haps the most significant places, he borrowed from some of those very doctrines and 
wider Christian traditions themselves—particularly being influenced by a relatively small 
yet influential group of Christian thinkers throughout history.?® 


And, despite being inspired by famous critiques of theism, Schopenhauer would immerse 
himself in the Bible (just as in the sacred texts of the other main religions), as well as in 
the works of great Christian theologians and great thinkers who were decidedly Christian 
in outlook, for the rest of his life. Such included St. Paul, Augustine of Hippo, mystics 
such as Pseudo-Dionysius?? and Meister Eckhart, giants of theology such as Martin 
Luther, and the Spanish authors he devoured from the mid-1820s onward—such as Félix 
Lope de Vega y Carpio (1562-1635), Pedro Calderon de la Barca (1600-1681), and Bal- 
tasar Gracian y Morales (1601-1658), whom he often called his favorite author. Each of 
these Spanish authors not only treated multiple religious themes in their works, but had 
also been Catholic priests at some crucial point in their lives and careers. He likewise 
closely followed debates in nineteenth-century theology and the supposed challenges to 
religion coming from science. He admired and yet also found fault with the work of David 
Friedrich Strauss,*° and he particularly criticized Ludwig Feuerbach’s critique of Chris- 
tianity*! (countering the latter by arguing that theology was anthropomorphism, as op- 
posed to anthropology),*? while he further went on to label Darwin’s thought (with which 
he was not fully familiar) as “downright empiricism.” 


(p. 410) Schopenhauer’s numerous random reflections on Christianity included criticisms 
of particular churches or traditions. For example, he especially criticized the Church of 
England for stifling intellectual and social development, as well as for the arrogance and 
unearned privilege of its ministers.*° He also roundly condemned the American slave 
owners who were largely “orthodox and pious Anglicans” (PP2/p), 355f). 


One of Schopenhauer’s own most sustained and idiosyncratic critiques of Christianity in 
general is found in his collected observations “On Religion” (PP2;p), 362-94),44 where, 
again, elements of Christian doctrine and dogma are further scrutinized and found wanti- 
ng on many fronts when taken in a literal sense. Schopenhauer perceives absurd inconsis- 
tencies across the Old and New Testaments, particularly in relation to the doctrines of 
predestination and grace. He believes the definitive articulations of what Christianity 
seeks to communicate through such doctrines is exemplified in the works of Augustine 
and appropriated by Martin Luther. In part, he appears not to grasp some of the finer nu- 
ances of the various differing interpretations of the doctrine of grace. And concerning the 
implication that “moral qualities are actually” inborn, he makes the bold suggestions that, 
in Hinduism and Buddhism, the doctrine of metempsychosis seeks to express the same fa- 
talistic view of the world only in a superior fashion (PP2;p), 364-65).*° 


In the same essay, he speaks about how Augustine, thanks to “his rigid systematic mind,” 
was responsible for the “strict dogmatizing of Christianity,” also charging him with taking 
what is at best only hinted at in the bible and turning such hints into rigid doctrines that, 
in Schopenhauer’s day, seem palpably unjust to rationalists (PP2;p), 364-65). However, 
paradoxically given such criticism (and his own consistent antipathy toward such dogma- 
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tism), Schopenhauer expresses sympathy with Augustine’s thought and contends that if 
we take the doctrines allegorically, then some sense can be made of them. He even finds 
further parallels between Augustine’s predestination and Buddhism’s Nirvana and Sam- 
sara—the latter two being paralleled with the two cities Augustine speaks of in his City of 
God (PP2;p), 368-69). 


Schopenhauer also suggests that Christianity is “disadvantaged” as compared to other 
faiths in that, rather than being “pure doctrine,” it is “essentially and mainly a narrative 
or history, a series of events, a complex of the facts, actions and sufferings of individuals; 
and this very history constitutes the dogma, belief in which leads to salvation.” While oth- 
er faiths may recount something of the lives of their founders (e.g., Buddhism), this does 
not become central to the doctrine and way of salvation commended—it accompanies 
rather than being part of it. (PP2;p), 369-71).*° 


Schopenhauer also lays down an ontological indictment of Christianity for its failure to 
accord rights and decent treatment to non-human animals (in sharp contrast with other 
faiths, such as Buddhism). He especially lambasts Christianity for its perception that ani- 
mals exist to serve and fulfill humans, for which, as with other aspects, he (unflatteringly) 
blames Christianity’s appropriation of Jewish ideas (PP2,p}, 370-71).*” 


Here, as elsewhere—as we shall see—Schopenhauer distills the essence of Christianity 
down to renunciation of this world as the path to salvation, conveniently . 41) parallel- 
ing his own doctrine of salvation. He does so in a section contrasting the Old and New 
Testaments of the Christian Bible (he believes the latter reinterprets, even rectifies the 
former)*® and engages in sometimes fanciful, sometimes thought-provoking speculation 
that the teaching of the New Testament must owe something to Indian thought—even the 
teachings of Christ—and he draws various parallels with Buddhist and Hindu thought 
(PP2;p), 380-83). Schopenhauer evens asserts that an understanding of these other two 
religions is necessary “for a thorough understanding of Christianity” (PP2;p), 381). 


The more fanciful comparisons aside, there are some interesting comparative theological 
observations concerning the relationship of Christianity to Buddhism and Hinduism try- 
ing to get out, just as other parts of his work contain several such interesting compar- 
isons. Yet his negative comparisons with Judaism are obviously all too often far wide of 
the mark and questionable. 


Schopenhauer does demonstrate some familiarity with the biblical and theological schol- 
arship of the day here, as elsewhere, yet in parts, some of his engagement with that 
scholarship is surface-level and again demonstrates a lack of nuanced depth.*9 So, for ex- 
ample, he appears to show knowledge of that biblical scholarship in stating that “in gen- 
eral our [sic.] gospels are based on something original or at any rate on a fragment from 
the time and associations of Jesus himself...” (PP2;p), 384).°° He demonstrates an en- 
gagement with Hermann Reimarus (1694-1768) and also discusses, here mostly with ap- 
proval, the contemporary interpretation of Christianity by David Friedrich Strauss 
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(PP2,p}, 384-86) as being largely mythical in character, with subsequent elaborations and 
embellishments by later followers of Jesus. 


Yet, at the same time, he demonstrates the limitations of his knowledge of Christian ori- 
gins when he states that “all we really know of Jesus is the passage in Tacitus (Annals., 
lib. Xv, c. 44)” (PP2;p}, 386).°! Furthermore, in the subsequent section on “Sects,” not for 
the first or last time in his writings, he interprets certain parallels with (and so confirma- 
tion of) some of his own key thoughts in some of these theological interpretations. There 
he also restates his preference for the Augustinian doctrine of original sin over and 
against Pelagianism,°? yet he demonstrates a lack of nuanced knowledge of all three sub- 
ject matters with regards to such debates. The same can be said with remarks that follow 
concerning the “Greek Church” as well as the Reformation and post-Reformation debates 
that those earlier theological disputes about grace, original sin, and free will—particular- 
ly with regard to Pelagianism—fed into. 


Schopenhauer therefore charges Orthodoxy and post-Tridentine Catholicism with veering 
toward Pelagianism while, in contrast, Luther is praised, so it appears, for being both Au- 
gustinian and more “mystical” in his leanings, as is Calvin. He even speaks of Jansenism 
as holding what could be conceived as “the most genuine form of Christianity,” whereas 
the Jesuits are “semi-Pelagian.” In each case he is dealing in erroneous caricatures that 
lack historical as well as theological nuance (PP2/p), 386-87). Yet, as elsewhere, he deals 
in such binary oppositional thinking because it helps him demonstrate, he believes, the 
validity of his own key ideas.°? 


w.a2 24.4 Where Christianity Most Influenced 
Schopenhauer’s Thought 


All in all, while Schopenhauer fell away from organized religion in his twenties, religious 
and especially mystical ideas were to remain integral to the development of his thought 
for the rest of his years, and he would never cease to speculate about the very same ques- 
tions with which theology is concerned.°* 


Indeed, if Schopenhauer’s primary arguments against dogmatic theology and elements of 
natural theology rested on what he perceives to be their failed attempts at providing an 
explanatory hypothesis for the world and reality, when it came to the ethical and mystical 
elements of religion, Schopenhauer’s attitude was very different. As Thomas Bailey Saun- 
ders, one of his early translators remarked, “however little he may have been in sympathy 
with the supernatural element, he owed much to the moral doctrines of Christianity and 
of Buddhism, between which he traced great resemblance.”°° 


Schopenhauer made clear that the denial of the will constituted the pinnacle of his 
thought because it is the key to salvation. Over the centuries, for explanatory purposes, 
such a truth has been variously expressed and passed on via the mythical language of re- 
ligions. Here we find the most significant parallel between religious ideas and practices 
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and his own moral philosophy that Schopenhauer acknowledges. He acknowledges how 
the major religions of the world share with him the intention to interpret human exis- 
tence and to commend a pathway of freedom away from suffering. 


Therefore that great fundamental truth contained in Christianity as well as in Bra- 
manism and Buddhism, the need for salvation from an existence given up to suf- 
fering and death, and its attainability through the denial of the will, hence by a de- 
cided opposition to nature, is beyond all comparison the most important truth 
there can be. (WWR2)/p), 628) 


Schopenhauer saw this doctrine most vividly in Buddhist teachings and especially in as- 
cetic forms of Christianity—our only hope of salvation is to be free from this “driving,” in- 
satiable will that underlies existence. So virtue, holiness, and morality guided by compas- 
sion constitute the road to salvation which culminates in that transcendent “peace that is 
higher than all reason” (WWR1)p), 411), whereby one may break free from ceaseless will- 
ing. Through the practice of compassion we see through the principle of individuation and 
come to appreciate the unity of reality and our oneness with others. Schopenhauer re- 
flected that this was the true meaning behind the Christian commandment to love one’s 
neighbor as oneself (MR3, 6).°° Indeed, he stated that his ethical writings were in full ac- 
cord with Christian Doctrines (WWR1)p}, 408), which he saw as sharing that similar em- 
phasis on renunciation with his own philosophy. 


Schopenhauer even praised Christianity in particular, among religions “in the west,” for 
the virtue and path of salvation it teaches: “In morals, the teachings of caritas, . 413) 
gentleness, love of one’s enemy, resignation, and denial of one’s own will, are exclusively 
its own, in the West of course” (PP2;p), 363). And further on, “Renunciation in this world 
and the direction of our hopes to a better are the spirit of Christianity. But the way to 
such a world is opened by reconciliation, i.e., by salvation from our world and its 

ways” (PP2;p;, 381). And later still, he writes, “original sin and salvation constitute the 
essence of Christianity” (PP2;p}, 389).°” 


According to Schopenhauer, moral truths help reveal the essence of the world (PP2/p), 
201), and, in his ethical system, he identifies egoism as the prime “antimoral incentive.” 
His own basis of morality, Mitleid—best translated into English as “compassion”—is a 
virtue central to Christianity just as it is to the other major world religions. His own moral 
principle, although not acknowledged, is taken from Augustine’s City of God: “Neminem 
laede, imo omnes, quantum potes, juva”—“Injure no one; on the contrary, help everyone 
as much as you can” (BM/p, 69).°® For Schopenhauer, the virtuous person possesses a 
“deeper” knowledge of reality and such knowledge inspires virtuous conduct (BM/p), 40- 
41). 


In relation to his own articulation of the denial of the will-to-live, Schopenhauer was espe- 
cially apt to draw parallels with specific religious doctrines and to employ them to explain 
his thought in the figurative ways he claimed were common to religion, despite claiming 
that his own philosophy captured the “truth” concerning humanity and the possibility of 
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salvation without recourse to mythical elements.°? He drew particular doctrinal parallels 
with Christianity’s key tenets here. 


Schopenhauer argued that we cannot arrive at the state where we deny the will by “in- 
tention or design” for it is the state whereupon we enter into freedom, saying that it was 
thus that the denial of the will arises “from the innermost relation of knowing and willing 
in man” (WWR1)p), 404). Hence this has the effect that the denial of the will appears to 
come from “without” the person, and, in this sense, he feels that this stilling of the will is 
bound up with the freedom of the human will and so likens it to the Christian doctrine of 
grace because a change in the “inner being” of the individual comes about, with the indi- 
vidual no longer willing what he or she willed so fervently before: 


For this reason, the Church calls the consequence of the effect of grace new birth 
or regeneration. For what she calls the natural man, to whom she denies all capac- 
ity for good, is that very will-to-live that must be denied if salvation is to be at- 
tained from an existence like ours. Behind our existence lies something else that 
becomes accessible to us only by our shaking off the world. (WWR1)p), 404-05) 


And thus Schopenhauer interprets the doctrine of salvation through Christ as being anal- 
ogous to the doctrines of the affirmation and denial of the will. In Adam’s fall, one sees 
the finite, animal, and sinful side of human nature (“the Idea of man in its unity,” 
WWR1)p}, 405), a limited form of existence from which follows suffering and, ultimately, 
death. But in Jesus Christ, one sees an exemplary teacher whose death is seen to repre- 
sent humanity’s eternal and supernatural side.®° Christ both expresses and effects the 
freedom and salvation of human nature. 


(p. 414) 


... the Christian teaching symbolises grace, the denial of the will, salvation, in the 
God become man. ... The doctrine of original sin (affirmation of the will) and of 
salvation (denial of the will) is really the great truth which constitutes the kernel 
of Christianity, while the rest is in the main only clothing and covering, or some- 
thing accessory. Accordingly, we should interpret Jesus Christ always in the uni- 
versal, as the symbol or personification of the denial of the will-to-live, but not in 
the individual, whether according to his mythical history in the Gospels, or accord- 
ing to the probably true history lying at the root thereof. For neither the one nor 
the other will easily satisfy us entirely. It is merely the vehicle of that first inter- 
pretation for the people, who always demanded something founded on fact. That 
Christianity has recently forgotten its true significance, and has degenerated into 
shallow optimism, does not concern us here. (WWR1)p), 405)®! 


In addition to illustrating the transcendental-anthropological elements of Schopenhauer’s 
understanding of salvation, Schopenhauer here, again, echoes aspects of the German the- 
ological tradition of his time which sought to discern “the” essence of Christianity. Thus 
he could, in parts of his writings, be said to have been seeking to provide a “demytholo- 
gized” account of Christianity: “Christianity is generally of an entirely allegorical charac- 
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ter; for that which in things profane is called allegory, is in religions styled 
‘mystery’ ” (PP2;p}, 363).°% He also states that all humans have the potential to be both 
Adam and Christ (WWR2)p), 628).°° 


Indeed, Schopenhauer’s own philosophy can essentially be seen as a way of transcen- 
dence that leads toward a moral interpretation of reality, just as many religious belief sys- 
tems do. Schopenhauer would even write, in 1853, that some parts of the fourth book of 
The World as Will and Representation—that is to say the ethical part—could in some 
sense be regarded as having been dictated by the “holy Ghost” (MR4, 306).®* 
Schopenhauer outlines the pinnacle of salvation thus, drawing, it appears, from St. Paul 
in his Letter to the Philippians (Phil. 4:7):°° 


... we turn now our glance from our own needy and perplexed nature to those who 
have overcome the world, in whom the will, having reached complete self-knowl- 
edge, has found itself again in everything and then freely denied itself, and who 
then merely wait to see the last trace of the will vanish with the body that is ani- 
mated by that trace. Then, instead of the restless pressure and effort; instant of 
that constant transition from desire to apprehension and from joy to sorrow; the 
life-dream of the man who wills, we see a peace that is higher than all reason. 
That ocean-like calmness of the sprit, that deep tranquillity, that unshakeable 
calmness and serenity whose mere reflection in the countenance, as depicted by 
Raphael and Correggio, is a complete and certain gospel. Only knowledge re- 
mains, the will has vanished. (WWR1)p, 411)°° 


And while this pinnacle of Schopenhauer’s ethical system and philosophy may, famously, 
at the end of WWRI1 be described as “nothing,” it is not a nihilistic understanding of the 
“beyond” that Schopenhauer is striving to describe. It is merely an acknowledgment of 
the limitations of human reasoning: “[Wle see all religions at their highest point end in 
mysticism and mysteries, that is to say, in darkness and veiled obscurity” (WWR2/p), 610). 
Schopenhauer’s system, then, intentionally ends in mystery. 


os 24.5 Discerning the Comet Tail: 
Schopenhauer’s Dependence on Religious 
Thought, the Via Negativa, and a “Godless Reli- 
gion”? 


Schopenhauer argued that this highest point of his teaching must necessarily be negative 
in character because it concerns what is “beyond” the describable. Therefore this further 
necessitated that he follow the approach of mysticism.®’ In his notebooks, Schopenhauer 
defined mysticism as “the free expression of direct metaphysical knowledge with a con- 
tempt for all the very strong objections of the faculty of reason,” observing further how in 
Christian theology this was interpreted in terms of the doctrine of union with God (MR3, 
377&n.). In WWR2 he describes the mystical element in religion as the highest element 
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because it transcends the bounds of knowledge and has to deal in negations in order to 
be comprehensible at all (WWR2,p), 610-11).®° 


Above all, Schopenhauer took from mysticism the notion of the need to transform self in 
order to overcome the misery of the world; the need, in effect, to “escape” from, to tran- 
scend this world. The abnegation of the egoistic self and the doctrine of “overcoming the 
world” are the central purposes of Schopenhauer’s ethical-soteriological thought in par- 
ticular, and, indeed, his philosophy in general.®? 


Indeed, mysticism is among the most telling of all religious influences on Schopenhauer’s 
system, something which he searched for and found in each of the aforementioned three 
faiths and in others besides, with mystical traditions from Christianity proving especially 
influential on his thought.”° Common mystical concepts of human illumination and purifi- 
cation from selfishness, rising to contemplation of “eternal truths,” can be seen running 
constantly throughout Schopenhauer’s work. This is a theme common in many Christian 
monastic and spiritual traditions and is known as the “ladder of perfection” (or “Jacob’s 
ladder”). His ethical-soteriological thought is also comparable to mystical notions of deifi- 
cation and the soul’s path into the eternal God beyond conceptualization. 


The German mystic, Jacob Bohme (1575-1624), was a life-long influence, as was the 
aforementioned Mathias Claudius, who inspired Schopenhauer’s discussion of conversion 
in WWRI1 with a story concerning “catholic transcendental change” (i.e., transformation, 
WWRI)}p, 394). And to this list we can add further eclectic influences, including such 
works as the Hindu Upanishads, the Enneads of Plotinus (c. 204/5-270), the aforemen- 
tioned Pseudo-Dionysius, the Irish philosopher John Scottus Eriugena (815-877), the Sufi 
traditions of Islam, and, especially, the Dominican friar, Meister Eckhart (c.1260-c.1328) 
(WWR2)p}, 612). The majority of these mystical influences were from Christianity, while 
Plotinus’s ideas influenced a wide range of Christian works and helped shape the charac- 
ter of much Christian theology, both East and West alike. Schopenhauer thus followed the 
mystics “beyond,” so to speak, adopting a mantra from Eckhart that man “seek not God 
outside himself” (WWR2)p), 612).”4 


(p. 416) Later in his career, upon further immersing himself in the writings of Meister Eck- 
hart, he expressed his admiration for the latter’s recognition of the allegorical nature of 
theological language and especially the fact that Eckhart was “forever squabbling with 
God” (MR4, 387). 


As with other Christian doctrines, Schopenhauer identified the approach found in such 
mystical writers with his own doctrine of the denial of the will-to-live and even suggested 
that the similarity of his own thought with such approaches was the reason why “Protes- 
tant universities” viewed his philosophy as a stumbling block and accordingly suppressed 
it (WWR2)p), 615).’* Schopenhauer also argued that the doctrine of the denial of the will- 
to-live can be seen in various different forms throughout the history of Christianity, al- 
though he believes that Meister Eckhart gave the doctrine “the most perfect explanation” 
of all (WWR1)/p), 387). Indeed, he went on to conclude that Buddha and Eckhart, along 
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with himself, all taught the same thing, only in necessarily different forms (WWR1)/p}, 387- 
88). 


Schopenhauer ultimately saw morality as something that is essentially “mysterious” (i.e., 
bound up with the “nature” of ultimate reality) and so truly virtuous and disinterested 
acts are mysterious actions. Thus morality is “ ... practical mysticism insofar as it ulti- 
mately springs from the same knowledge that constitutes the essence of all mysticism 
proper” (BM/jpj, 212). Ultimately Schopenhauer proclaims that the phenomenon of com- 
passion (Mitleid) and its attendant realization of our metaphysical unity with the other 
constitutes das grofge Mysterium der Ethik (BMjp), 144).’% 


But here Schopenhauer’s thought culminates in a paradox. He argued that philosophy has 
the onerous task of trying to express in a more direct fashion the truth that is held in 
common among most of the world’s major religions. His own attempt, then, was articulat- 
ed through his moral philosophy and the soteriological conclusions to his system. But 
whether or not, in the final analysis, such was actually more a direct form expression is 
open to question. Schopenhauer claimed to want to retain discourse concerning the mys- 
tical without much of the theological “baggage” that he viewed as either mythological or 
erroneous metaphysics. ’* Likewise, he spoke of the need for independence from “mythi- 
cal” religious explanations and transcendent hypostases of the truth of ethics: “The task 
before us is philosophical and we must therefore entirely disregard all solutions to the 
problem that are conditioned by religions” (BMyp), 138).’° But Schopenhauer violated 
both stated rules on numerous occasions and could not have done otherwise given the na- 
ture of his own system, its core principles, and the difficult tasks he set himself in philoso- 
phy. He even (and somewhat contradictorily, given his other statements on the allegorical 
nature of religion contrasted with the purer philosophical approach) asserts that it is “im- 
material” whether the doctrine of the denial of the will “proceeds from a theistic or from 
an atheistic religion” (WWR1)p), 385). 


Schopenhauer was also blatantly selective in what he chose to “borrow” from religion and 
what he chose to criticize. He freely drew on writings from religious sources, yet focused 

more on what is in accord with his own theories, largely overlooking the religious context 
and relevance of such writings. Furthermore, he ultimately proves to be as guilty as Kant 

in requiring theological ideas to provide coherence for his own ethical theory. 


(p. 417) One key question, then, is how much Schopenhauer truly found religious doc- 
trines and writings to be in accord with his own views or how much his extensive reading 
both from these religions and from philosophers whose own views were greatly shaped by 
such religions can be said to have been the actual inspiration of and basis for his own the- 
ories, as well as how much they influenced the development of those theories in particu- 
lar directions. 


In relation to this question, one of the key reasons why Nietzsche criticized and reacted 
against Schopenhauer so forcefully was that he believed Schopenhauer was not only un- 
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able to free himself from the taint of religion and theology, but also that it continued to 
permeate his thought: 


Because philosophers have frequently philosophized within a religious tradition, 
or at least under the inherited power of the celebrated “metaphysical need,” they 
have achieved hypotheses which have in fact been very similar to Jewish or Christ- 
ian or Indian religious dogmas, similar, that is to say, in the way children are usu- 
ally similar to their mothers, except that in this case the fathers were not aware of 
this fact of motherhood. ... Every philosophy that exhibits a gleaming religious 
comet-tail in the darkness of its ultimate conclusions thereby casts suspicion on 
everything in it that is presented as science: all of that, too, is presumably likewise 
religion, even if it is dressed up as science. ’° 

Not only did Nietzsche rail against Schopenhauer’s ethics per se, embracing the title of 
The Antichrist, in his work of the same name, along with the attendant naturalistic world- 
view that Schopenhauer directly condemned, just as every major religion condemns it (as 
the latter approvingly asserted),’’ but he also criticized Schopenhauer’s affinity to Christ- 
ian morals and especially his conception of Mitleid.’® In particular, Nietzsche’s “enemy” 
was the theological mindset which he believed had corrupted much German philosophy, 
“T make war on this theologian instinct: I have found traces of it everywhere. Whoever 
has theologian blood in his veins has a wrong and dishonest attitude towards all things 
from the very first.”79 

Iris Murdoch once declared that The World as Will and Representation should be seen as 
a “religious book,” the central concern of which is ethical.®° While Bernard Bykhovsky 
concluded that, when one begins with examining Schopenhauer’s rejection of the tradi- 
tional theistic explanatory hypotheses yet goes on to examine parallels between 
Schopenhauer’s thought and religious belief systems, the results can be surprising, going 
so far as to label Schopenhauer’s philosophy a “Godless religion.” 


Such is the reverse side of Schopenhauer’s “a-theism,” the facade of which turns 
out to be not genuine atheism, disbelief, but a godless religion, the mystical cult of 
Non-being. It replaces the “other” world with the anti-world, the original sin with 
the will to life, the bliss of paradise with the will to non-willing, the Apocalypse 
with nothing.®! 


There is ample further evidence that Schopenhauer saw certain parallels between his 
thought and religious systems, and even that certain followers of Schopenhauer «@. 418) 
regarded his system as a surrogate “faith.” Wilhelm von Gwinner, who was also his execu- 
tor, notes in his Life of Schopenhauer how the philosopher, near death, took delight in the 
fact that “ ... his seemingly irreligious teachings ‘had the impact of a religion,’ filling the 
void created by the loss of faith and giving rise to inward reassurance and satisfaction.”® 
While, in 1890, another early biographer would assert that 
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... to others still, the dogma of Schopenhauer commended itself as “the religion of 
the religionless”—a new rock for the faith in the supernatural which had lost all 
hold on its ancient supports of tradition, and been driven by scientific criticism of 
its belief in miracle and legend, yet still craved for something more sustaining 
than matter and force, and other misty abstractions. For those who can read be- 
tween the lines, or decipher the palimpsest on which Schopenhauer’s doctrines 
are inscribed, much of the old faith lives disguised in the new; they know that God 
is not as man, and His thoughts far unlike human; when they hear the attributes 
and faculties of the Will they remember that names are but “sound and smoke, en- 
coding the blaze of heavenly light,” and in the message of pessimism and asceti- 
cism they can hear the eternal voice of wisdom, from India to Egypt, from Pales- 
tine to Greece, proclaiming vanity of vanities behind and the kingdom of heaven 
within.®% 


Given such judgments and the preceding questions and concerns, as well as our consider- 
ations throughout the foregoing, it can be concluded that any engagement with 
Schopenhauer’s relationship with Christianity and Christian thought can prove illuminat- 
ing for understanding multiple aspects of his philosophy in general. 
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Amsterdam: B. R. Gruner, 1984. 


Copleston, Frederick. Arthur Schopenhauer: Philosopher of Pessimism, 2nd edition. Lon- 
don: Search Press, 1975. 


Gonzales, Robert A. An Approach to the Sacred in the Thought of Schopenhauer. San 
Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 1992. 


Mannion, Gerard. Schopenhauer, Religion and Morality. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003. 


Mannion, Gerard. “A ‘Godless’ Road to Redemption: Comparing the Moral Visions of 
Arthur Schopenhauer and Iris Murdoch.” Schopenhauer-Jahrbuch 91 (September, 2010): 
135-62. 


Salter, William Mackenzie. “Schopenhauer’s Contact with Theology.” Harvard Theological 
Review 4, no. 3 (1911): 271-310. 


Notes: 


(1.) As Robert A. Gonzales observed, “ ... the dominant line of thinking has been, of 
course, to consider Schopenhauer’s philosophy as a classic form of atheism. The works of 
Safranski, Schmidt, Hasse, Hollingdale, McGill, Hubscher, Vecchiotti et al. interpret 
Schopenhauer in this manner” (An Approach to the Sacred in the Thought of Schopen- 
hauer [San Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 1992], xiii). See also Walter 
Kaufmann: “ ... he was the first major European philosopher to make a point of 
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atheism” (“Schopenhauer” in The Concise Encyclopedia of Western Philosophy and 
Philosophers, edited by J. O. Urmson and J. Rée [London: Unwin, 1989], 294) and Bryan 
Magee: “[Schopenhauer] was the first major Western philosopher to be openly and explic- 
itly atheist” (The Great Philosophers, edited by Bryan Magee [London: BBC Books, 1987], 
213). 


(2.) See Helen Zimmern, Schopenhauer—His Life and His Philosophy (London: Longmans, 
Green & Co., 1876), 136-37. 


(3.) Schopenhauer is seen by many commentators as being among the earliest of Western 
philosophers to be well-versed in “Eastern” religious thought. At times, he afforded Bud- 
dhism a “special pre-eminence” in relation to his philosophy (e.g., WWR2/p), 169) and 
even referred to himself as a Buddhist in his later years; see Cartwright, Schopenhauer: A 
Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 273-74. He would also write 
highly critical annotations in translations of the sacred texts of these religions which em- 
ployed Western theological concepts in place of truly accurate terms and concepts; see 
Cartwright, Schopenhauer, 270. 


(4.) See Arthur Hubscher, The Philosophy of Schopenhauer in its Intellectual Context: 
Thinker Against the Tide, translated by J. T. Baer and D. E. Cartwright (Lampeter: Edwin 
Mellen, 1989), 64 ff. 


(5.) Zimmern, Schopenhauer, 212. 


(6.) Admittedly, there are bombastic or sweeping passages where Schopenhauer seems to 
speak of religion eventually dying out to be supplanted by philosophy; for example, where 
he says that knowledge will continue to grow to the extent that “the myths that constitute 
the skeleton of Christianity shrink so that faith can no longer cling to them,” and he 
states that humanity will outgrow religion and, possibly anticipating the “death of God” 
discourse to come in philosophy and theology later: “We see religion in its death-agony 
cling to morality for which it would like to pass itself off as the mother; but this will not 
do at all!” (PP2;p), 392), and also “All religion is antagonistic to culture” (PP2;p), 394). But 
such passages are contradicted by many other parts of his writings where he affirms the 
truth-conveying character of religion. Note that even in that former passage it is the 
mythical “skeleton” of Christianity rather than its essence he is speaking about. 


(7.) For a more detailed treatment of several aspects of Schopenhauer in relation to reli- 
gion, including Christianity, see Gerard Mannion, Schopenhauer, Religion and Morality 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003) and also Gerard Mannion, “A ‘Godless’ Road to Redemption: 
Comparing the Moral Visions of Arthur Schopenhauer and Iris Murdoch” (Schopenhauer- 
Jahrbuch 91 [September, 2010], 135-62). 


(8.) Many thinkers would follow after him, developing and employing various differing 
methods and approaches to interpreting and explaining religion, from the philosophical 
and theological to the hermeneutical and social scientific, including anthropological. 
Some approaches to religion particularly explored the sacred texts of faiths, some looked 
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at the differing types of religious organization and community life (e.g., church and sect). 
Some focused on ritual, on linguistic analysis and interpretation, and some on specific as- 
pects of a faith, such as comparative approaches to mystical traditions and practices or 
the approach to morality and ethics within and between religions. It could be said that 
Schopenhauer engaged in a form of each of these approaches to varying degrees. 


(9.) See Stjepan G. Mestrovic, “Reappraising Durkheim’s Elementary Forms of the Reli- 
gious Life in the Context of Schopenhauer’s Philosophy” in Journal for the Scientific Study 
of Religion 28, no. 3 (1989). 


(10.) See his youthful Letter to the publisher F. A. Brockhaus (April 3, 1818) (GB, 31). 
(11.) GB, 31; See Cartwright, Schopenhauer, 286. 


(12.) Claudius remained important for him throughout his life—indeed could be said to 
have become more so in his later years. See, e.g., Cartwright, Schopenhauer, 29-30; and 
Rudiger Safranski Schopenhauer and the Wild Years of Philosophy, translated by E. Osers 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991), esp. 57-63. 


(13.) Schopenhauer would later tour Italy, including the Vatican’s religious sites and mu- 
seums. 


(14.) Such “religious longings” would not leave him, as opposed to an unquestioning ac- 
ceptance of traditional doctrinal interpretations, as a further notebook entry from that 
time indicates, “All philosophy and all the consolation it affords go to show that there is a 
spiritual world and that in it we are separated from all the phenomena of the external 
world and from an exalted seat can view these with the greatest calm and unconcern, al- 
though that part of us, belonging to the corporeal world, is still pulled and swung around 
so much in it” (MR1, 8). Such convictions would remain with Schopenhauer for the rest of 
his days, and, even at this young age, they pointed toward the direction in which his phi- 
losophy would develop. 


(15.) Hubscher, Philosophy of Schopenhauer, 16. 


(16.) Which followed the same line of argument as his great work of 1799, On Religion: 
Speeches to its Cultured Despisers—a work that sought to bridge the faith and reason di- 
vide in an era when religion was coming under constant attack from rationalist thinkers. 


(17.) Hubscher, Philosophy of Schopenhauer, 13. It is also no coincidence that the Orien- 
talist, Friedrich Majer, introduced him to “Eastern thought” in the winter of 1813, the 
year after Schopenhauer had dispensed with the word “God” as a meaningful term in the 
shaping of his own explanatory hypothesis, being supplanted by the notion of the “better 
consciousness.” 


(18.) See MRI, 23, MR 1, 23 ff; 111-14; 147-49). For a range of commentaries, see Better 
Consciousness: Schopenhauer’s Philosophy of Value, edited by Alex Neill and Christopher 
Janaway (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009). 
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(19.) He continues, “If he wants to be reason, then as theoretical reason he will be a 
Philistine and as practical reason a scoundrel. If he wants to be better consciousness, 
then we positively cannot say anything more about him, for what we say lies in the 
province of reason. Therefore we can only say what happens in this sphere, and in this 
way speak only negatively of the better consciousness. Thus reason then undergoes a dis- 
turbance; as theoretical reason we see it supplanted and in its place genius, as practical 
we see it supplanted and in its place virtue. —The better consciousness is neither practi- 
cal nor theoretical, for these are merely divisions of reason ... .” (MR1, 23-24). See also 
MR1, 111-14; 147-49, as well as Hubscher’s discussion of this term in Philosophy of 
Schopenhauer, 29 ff. 


(20.) For example, David F. Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach. The older Schopenhauer was 
familiar with the work of both. See later discussion. 


(21.) He would not realize, of course, that, ultimately, his own system, particularly his 
ethics and doctrine of salvation, could be considered to have followed a similar path. 


(22.) See WWR1)p), 510-11. Schopenhauer offered to translate both philosophers, respec- 
tively, into English and German (neither offer was accepted by the publisher). 


(23.) Note, however, that although Schopenhauer examines such arguments for the exis- 
tence of God in some detail, his refutation of such logical defenses for theism does not 
hold valid for many of the classical interpretations of the Christian doctrine of God. 


(24.) And its subsequent expanded publication, FR. 


(25.) In another writing, stating that “Just as polytheism is the personification of the indi- 
vidual parts and forces of nature, so is monotheism that of the whole of nature, at one 
stroke” (“On Theism” [PP2/p), 377]). Today, one might speak as much of a “grand narra- 
tive” as of an explanatory hypothesis. 


(26.) On such premises, Schopenhauer also rejected the tenets of absolute idealism which 
merely turned God into the absolute—giving the “battered” concept of God (as he per- 
ceived it) a new and dignified, academically “respectable” air (here he especially had 
Hegel and his followers in his critical sights). 


(27.) See, for example, WN/p}, passim; WWR1)/pj, 523; WWR2/p), 581. 
(28.) See, for example, PP2;p), 291-385, WWR1)p}, 325, 394-5; WWR2/p), 513, 579-83. 


(29.) Anselm, in his Proslogion, defined God as “that than which nothing greater can be 
conceived.” He asserted that, because something which exists in actuality is greater than 
something that is simply just conceived in the mind, as God is that than which nothing 
greater can be conceived, it therefore demonstrates that God must exist. If God did not 
exist, God would not be the greatest conceivable thing of all. 
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(30.) René Descartes “Responsio ad secundas objections” in Meditationes de prima 
philosophia, axioma I (originally published in 1641) quoted in FRjp), 13-14. (See Oeuvres 
des Descartes, edited by Charles Adam and Paul Tannery [Paris: Cerf, 1904], vol. VII, 
164-65.) 


(31.) Although Schopenhauer’s own eventual theories concerning the noumenal can also 
be interpreted as requiring “faith,” as well. 


(32.) For example, writing in 1852, he stated that, “The world is not made, for, as Ocellus 
of Lucania says, it has been from all eternity, namely because time is conditioned by be- 
ings that know, consequently by the world, just as the world is by time. The world is not 
possible without time, just as time is not possible without world. These two are therefore 
inseparable, and it is as little possible even merely to conceive a time wherein there was 
no world at all as to think of a world that would exist at no time at all” (MR4, 359 [empha- 
sis in original]). This echoes Augustine of Hippo’s dismissal of the question “what was 
God doing before he created the world” in Chapter XI of his Confessions. Many of the 
classic expositions of the Christian understanding of God do not seek to define the rela- 
tionship between God and the world in purely and crudely temporal terms. Schopenhauer 
engaged with and was influenced by much of Augustine’s thought, so perhaps their simi- 
larities on this subject should not be seen as merely coincidental. 


(33.) Of course, this would not rule out discourse concerning a doctrine of God (as op- 
posed to detailed conception of God) and what that entails, for a doctrine of God could be 
held through the Via Negativa and hence the notion of a God who could not be definitively 
conceptualized. In fact, this is what much classical Christian theology entails—as demon- 
strated in a pre-eminent fashion by the works of Thomas Aquinas, who was himself heavi- 
ly influenced by Pseudo-Dionysius. 


(34.) See also WWR2)p), 164 ff. 

(35.) I.e., in a proper sense. 

(36.) See also PP2;p), 363. 

(37.) Hubscher, Philosophy of Schopenhauer, 9. See note 6. 


(38.) His relevance to the theodicy debates, his philosophy as a counter to overtly opti- 
mistic philosophical systems such as Hegel’s, and his relevance to the whole issue of de- 
mythologizing are all further areas of contact with Christian thought. Furthermore, his in- 
terpretation of religion aids comparative analysis of diverse faiths. 


(39.) As we have seen earlier. 


(40.) Strauss was most famous for his Das Leben Jesu: kritisch bearbeitet, published in 
two volumes between 1835 and 1836 (translated from the fourth German edition in 1846 
by George Eliot as The Life of Jesus Critically Examined). 
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(41.) Feuerbach was most famous for his 1841 work, Das Wesen des Christentums 
(translated in 1854 by George Eliot as The Essence of Christianity). 


(42.) Hubscher, Philosophy of Schopenhauer, 22. 
(43.) Cartwright, Schopenhauer, 57-61. See also PP1;p), 269f and PP2;p), 16, 355f. 
(44.) This follows, and should not be confused with, his dialogue on religion. 


(45.) Although he does believe that Christianity, in the sixth century, through the doctrine 
of purgatory, adopted something analogous to the idea of metempsychosis, he also be- 
lieved that what the latter entailed was a truth accepted by most of the human race with 
the exception of Jewish theism, with its emphasis on creation ex nihilo (PP2/p;, 365-66). 


(46.) Schopenhauer is unconvincing on Buddhism here. See also PP2;p), 393-94, where he 
again feels that Christianity is hampered by being grounded on a single event and person, 
viz., Jesus Christ, whereas Buddhism sees the need for many Buddhas in an ongoing fash- 
ion. 


(47.) Because of its attitude toward animals, alone it seems, Christianity’s morality is re- 
fused the title of holding “the most perfect morality. It really has a serious and fundamen- 
tal imperfection in that it restricts its precepts to man and leaves the whole of the animal 
world without any rights” (PP2;p), 371). 


(48.) Schopenhauer is particularly critical of the Jewish sense of creation ex nihilo and of 
what he perceives to be the unjustified optimism of the Old Testament worldview. 
Cartwright’s biography (542-43) sums up the various viewpoints on Schopenhauer’s rela- 
tionship with Judaism succinctly in concluding that while he was critical of Judaism (as, 
we have here seen, he was of so much of religion in general, as well as of numerous as- 
pects of particular religions), he was rarely ever critical of Jewish people, whether in gen- 
eral or of individuals; indeed, there are many specific Jewish figures for whom he ex- 
presses great admiration and who were close acquaintances. For Cartwright, his criticism 
of Judaism was an intellectual rejection of the religion as an explanatory system in a fash- 
ion after his antipathy towards Hegel’s philosophical system. See also chapter 25 in this 
volume by Jacob Golomb. 


(49.) One interesting suggestion from him appears to preempt the theory of cognitive dis- 
sonance being applied to the earliest Christians that would become popular in the late 
twentieth century (PP2,p), 384). 


(50.) Which he concludes precisely because of the eschatological pronouncements of Je- 
sus. 


(51.) In other words, there are other non-Christian historical sources that attest to the ex- 
istence of Jesus of Nazareth and the movement to which his teachings gave rise. 


(52.) In which he sees affinities with some of the “optimistic” elements he criticizes in Ju- 
daism. 
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(53.) In the following section, he repeats his preference for Augustine and Luther, as well 
as statements he has made in many places, about the true character of Christianity being 
pessimism (the doctrines of the Fall and Original Sin helping to demonstrate this for him), 
and he opposes (what he deems to be true) Christianity (which he again states must have 
had Hindu/Buddhist roots) to the optimism of rationalism, which he equates both to Pela- 
gianism and Judaism alike. He recognizes that the Fall, since it is present in the Hebrew 
Bible, might challenge that assessment, but he dismisses this as the one exception and 
states that it “remains unused like an hors d’oeuvre until Christianity again takes it up as 
its only suitable point of contact” (PP2,p), 388). 


(54.) As indicated, his “departure” from any reliance on an overt religious explanatory hy- 
pothesis nonetheless did not extend to his ceasing to study carefully and utilizing the 
ideas from several religious traditions, including Christianity. Indeed, he ends up offering 
something which is analogously similar to such religious explanatory and guiding meta- 
physical systems. 


(55.) Thomas Bailey Saunders, “Prefatory Note” in Arthur Schopenhauer, Religion: A Dia- 
logue and Other Essays, translated by Thomas Bailey Saunders (London: Swan Sonnen- 
schein, 1889), vii. 


(56.) Agape, of course, holds especial connotations for the earliest Christians and so 
therefore down through reinterpretations of Christian doctrine throughout subsequent 
church history. See also WWR1)p}, 376. 


(57.) The same, of course, could be figuratively said to be the essence of the “religion” of 
Schopenhauer. 


(58.) See Augustine’s City of God, bk. XIX, 14. While Schopenhauer does not acknowledge 
Augustine’s use of the same formula, he does quote from the City of God, bk XIX, 3 earlier 
at BM/p}, 45. This suggests that some debt to Augustine is highly likely. 


(59.) See WWR2)p), 628 f. 


(60.) See WWR1)p), 329. Note certain similarities with Paul Tillich’s Christological under- 
standing of the “new being.” It is not insignificant that Tillich was influenced by existen- 
tialism—a movement wherein many of the main thinkers were influenced by Schopen- 
hauer. 


(61.) See also, WWR2/p), 604-05. Schopenhauer also sides with the Docetists, WWR1)/p), 
405, concerning the illusory nature of Christ’s human body. 


(62.) See also the study by Robert A. Gonzales, “Schopenhauer’s Demythologisation of 
Christian Asceticism,” Auslegung 9 (1982), 5-49. 


(63.) See also, WWR2/p), 553, where Schopenhauer interprets the story of the adulterous 
woman (Jn 7:53-8:11) to mean that Jesus is assuming the same guilt in each member of 
the crowd. Schopenhauer goes on to draw parallels with the doctrine of the Trinity and 
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his own fundamental doctrine (but qualified it as a mere “Iusus ingenii,” a playful fancy) 
(WWR2/p}, 629). 


(64.) Notwithstanding his dismissal of the notion of revelation in PP2;p), 361. Richard Tay- 
lor has argued that Schopenhauer’s ethics is where “the inspiration from religion is most 
obvious” (Richard Taylor, “Arthur Schopenhauer” in Nineteenth Century Religious 
Thought in the West, 3 vols., edited by Ninian Smart, John, Clayton, Patrick and Steven T. 
Katz [Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1985], vol. 1, 170). 


(65.) “And the peace of God, which passes all understanding, will keep your hearts and 
your minds in Christ Jesus.” 


(66.) My emphasis. In German, the parallel with Paul’s phrase is even more striking: 
Schopenhauer’s wording being “jener Friede, der hoher ist als alle Vernunft,” and in Paul 
the phrase is “Und der Friede Gottes, welcher hoher ist denn alle Vernunft, bewahre eure 
Herzen und Sinne in Christo Jesu!” Schopenhauer then describes this state as “ein ganzes 
und sicheres Evangelium ist: nur die Erkenntnifs ist geblieben, der Wille ist 
verschwunden” (i.e., “a complete and certain gospel. Only knowledge remains, the will 
has vanished”). He also discusses this peaceful state of mind in WWR1)pj, 86, 89, 205, 
212, 219, 250, 261, 303, 319, 335, 398, 411, 519; WWR2)p), 233, 370. 


(67.) MR3, 377. He often conflated differing traditions under the title of mysticism, stat- 
ing that the latter should be accepted “generally as true.” 


(68.) See also WWR1)p), 249, 404, 486f and also §68, where Schopenhauer demonstrates 
his tendency to conflate elements of mysticism with asceticism in relation to the prevail- 
ing (if sometimes latent) presence of the idea of “better consciousness” in his thought. 


(69.) See Hubscher, Philosophy of Schopenhauer, 32-33. Schopenhauer particularly val- 
ued those aspects of quietism and asceticism in religious mysticism which went against 
what he perceived to be the overt optimism of the European philosophy of his time. 


(70.) This also relates to Schopenhauer’s reasoning for dispensing with the word “God” 
and the aforementioned entry in his notebook that no other theology should ultimately be 
applied other than that of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite because what the word “God” 
represents resides above and beyond all knowledge (MR3, 376). 


(71.) Referring to the Pffeifer edition of Eckhart’s works, Vol. 1, 626, Hubscher’s biogra- 
phy observes that wherever Schopenhauer came across notions of rapture, illumination, 
and union with God, he instantly warmed to them (Hubscher, Philosophy of 
Schopenhauer, 63). 


(72.) See also WN/p}, 143. 


(73.) See also BM/p, 212. 
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(74.) As best exemplified by the character Philalethes in Schopenhauer’s dialogue “On 
Religion” (see earlier discussion). Furthermore, Schopenhauer acknowledged that his em- 
phasis on the empirical was something different from the approach found in mysticism, 
while he nonetheless commended mysticism as an “excellent supplement” to his philoso- 
phy and as a positive addition to his own more negative reasoning (MR3, 378). 


(75.) He also sought to define a moral theory free from “bad” religious elements—thus re- 
jecting a theistic (divine command) justification for morality because, he argued, such re- 
duces ethics to egoism (we seek a reward or fear punishment): “how could I talk of un- 
selfishness where I am enticed by reward or deterred by threatened punishment,” BM/pj, 
137; see also PP2;pj, 219. 


(76.) Friedrich Nietzsche, Human All Too Human, translated by R. J. Hollingdale (Cam- 
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), §110, 62. 


(77.) “That the world has only a physical and not a moral significance is a fundamental er- 
ror, one that is the greatest and most pernicious, the real perversity of mind. At bottom, it 
is that which faith has personified as antichrist. Nevertheless, and in spite of all religions 
which one and all assert the contrary and try to establish this in their own mythical way, 
that fundamental error never dies out entirely, but from time to time raises its head 
afresh until universal indignation forces it once more to conceal itself” (PP2;p), 201). See 
also WN)jp}, 3, 139-40. 


(78.) See the discussion of Nietzsche’s criticisms here in Gerard Mannion, “Mitleid, Meta- 
physics and Morality: Interpreting Schopenhauer’s Ethics” in Schopenhauer Jahrbuch 83 
(2002), 87-117, and in an extended form in Mannion, Schopenhauer, Religion and Morali- 
ty, ch. 6. 


(79.) Friedrich Nietzsche. The Antichrist, translated by R. Hollingdale (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1990), §9; see also §§7-8. Ironically, Schopenhauer also condemns his philosoph- 
ical contemporaries for their refusal to let go of theology; e.g., WNjp}, 23. 


(80.) Iris Murdoch, Metaphysics as A Guide to Morals (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), 
72. 


(81.) Bernard Bykhovsky, Schopenhauer and the Ground of Existence (Amsterdam: B. R. 
Gruner, 1984), 174. 


(82.) Wilhelm von Gwinner. Schopenhauer’s Leben (Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 1878), 615. 
The full passage is “ ... und am meisten freute es ihn, wenn er stets neue Beweise erhielt, 
dass seine scheinbar irreligidsen Lehren “als Religion anschlugen”, und den leergeworde- 
nen Platz des verlorenen Glaubens ausfullend, zur Quelle innerster Beruhigung und Be- 
friedigung wurden.” 


(83.) William Wallace, Life of Arthur Schopenhauer (London: Walter Scott, 1890), 203. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter considers Schopenhauer’s relationship to Jews and Judaism through the con- 
cept of “metaphysical anti-Judaism”—a concept that distinguishes Schopenhauer’s more 
abstract and theoretical attitude about Jewish religion in his references to “Judaism” and 
“theism” from his more personal sentiments that he might have had for or against Jewish 
people as living individuals. Through a survey of his remarks on Jews and Judaism across 
his writings, the essay shows that Judaism—a religion that Schopenhauer conceives of as 
the monotheistic “father” religion from which Christianity and Islam were derived—has 
no proper place in his world-outlook, not necessarily because of any personal anti-Semitic 
under- or overtones but because it negates his most fundamental and metaphysical dog- 
mas that had been developed by him virtually from the time that he had begun writing. In 
his later writings, however, Schopenhauer expresses negative sentiments against Jewish 
people in a number of passages. He was, though, less of an anti-Semite than he was an 
anti-Theist who defied all monotheistic religions. Schopenhauer’s foremost target was 
theism, but as its first historical and cultural manifestation, Judaism became his chief en- 
emy. Overall, he expresses both utter rejection and sincere appreciation of Judaism, 
which reveals his attitude to be deeply ambivalent and inscrutable. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Jews, Judaism, anti-Semitism, Spinoza, Nietzsche, monotheism, theism 


Can we apply to Schopenhauer the definition of a German philo-Semite as an anti-Semite 
who happens to love Jews? This chapter will try to answer this query or at least to uncov- 
er the necessary material for readers to reach their own conclusion.! Robert Wicks re- 
ports that, from 1833 until his death on 1860, “Schopenhauer’s apartment in central 
Frankfurt was about three minutes walking distance from the Jewish quarter and about 
the same distance from the main cathedral in the old city.”* This information is significant 
for this chapter since one of its main theses is that Schopenhauer’s metaphysical “dis- 
tance” from Judaism was by far longer than the physical one. I will suggest some reasons 
for this claim after documenting in text what I call here Schopenhauer’s “metaphysical 
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anti-Judaism.” Is it just a sheer coincidence that almost the first reference to Jewish is- 
sues in Schopenhauer’s published writings (in his 1813 dissertation) was not so much to 
Jews (as persons) but to the “realistic fundamental view of Judaism” (FR, 36)?° 


I prefer to use the term “metaphysical anti-Judaism” because its proximate alternative, 
“metaphysical anti-Semitism” is misleading since if we speak about metaphysics we 
should bear in mind essentialism and introduce—as Schopenhauer indeed has done— 
some notion of human essence qua humans. And if one of his basic contentions is that hu- 
man essence is “the will”* which is common to all humans, then how can he—from the 
strictly philosophical point of view—regard Jewish essence (in distinction to its cultural 
manifestations like religion or prevailing ethos) as being in some way inferior to all other 
sentient species? 


(p. 426) Moreover, the term “metaphysical anti-Judaism” didactically distinguishes his 
more abstract and theoretical attitude about Jewish religion at large (subsumed in the 
present chapter under the wider terms “Judaism” or “Theism”) from his more personal 
sentiments he might have for or against contemporary Jews as living individuals, who in 
their everyday struggle for survival in a hostile milieu exhibited what Schopenhauer 
called “will-to-life.”° Despite his close vicinity to the Jewish ghetto in Frankfurt am Main 
and his possible daily encounters with Jews (also during his early extensive travels 
around Europe that brought him to cities with large Jewish populations such as Prague 
and Vienna®), we can hardly find in his writings personal vicious utterances against them. 


The most pertinent question in this discussion is: Does he see the contemporary Jews as 
negative and contaminating elements in his society who must be restrained and denied of 
any political rights? As we will see, the answer is definitely no. But if anti-Semitism is 
judged solely by negative private feelings, prevalent stereotypes, certain betraying slips 
of the tongue or the pen, then such inclinations are indeed present in Schopenhauer’s 
oeuvre. 


In a wider philosophical context one may notice that Schopenhauer’s evaluation of Ju- 
daism differs essentially from those of his predecessors such as Kant, Hegel, Fichte, and 
Schelling, who interpreted Christianity as the culmination of the development of religion. 
This approach changes fundamentally in Schopenhauer, whose criticism is aimed at the 
theological presuppositions of Christianity and more so of Judaism: namely, their unre- 
served theism. Theism amounts to a dualistic position that claims the cause of our world 
is its divine supervisor and protector who coexists outside the world itself and is intelli- 
gent, possessing consciousness, purpose, and will.’ In The World as Will and Representa- 
tion and also in his later Parerga and Paralipomena, Schopenhauer clearly prefers athe- 
ism. We should recall in this context that Buddha was not God and hence Schopenhauer, 
the atheist and metaphysician of the “Blind Will,” felt closer to this doctrine and es- 
tranged from Judaism. “Revelation,” the “God as the personal ruler and creator of the 
world who made everything good occurs solely in the Jewish faith and the two doctrines 
of faith derived from it.” In contradistinction, “Buddhism ... is decidedly and expressly 
atheistic”® (FR, 118) and hence more compatible with Schopenhauer’s metaphysics of the 
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Will. Admittedly, when God as the sole creator reigns absolutely, there is no more room 
for a monistic, autonomous Will. These considerations lie behind the main thesis of this 
chapter: Theism is the foremost target of Schopenhauer; Judaism is its first historical and 
cultural manifestation: hence it becomes his chief enemy. 


This thesis might also explain Schopenhauer’s attraction to Spinoza’s “so-called God” 
who is the immanent, timeless, and a-historic “one and only substance” (MR1, 208).9 
Schopenhauer adored Spinoza for his anti-theistic proximity to his own system. He identi- 
fied himself intimately with Spinoza, so much so that he regarded himself as his heir and 
follower. 


My system is related to Spinoza as the new Testament is to the Old.—For what the 
Old Testament has in common with the New is the same God-Creator, likewise 
with me as with Spinoza the world exists through itself and out of itself.!° (MR3, 
263) 


(p. 427) This statement reveals his metaphysical inspiration, namely “Spinoza” who “could 
not ignore the Jews” (MR3, 263). But Schopenhauer could ignore the fact that Spinoza 
was a Jew because, in his eyes, what is of the utmost importance is not your blood, her- 
itage, or nation but your philosophy. Schopenhauer’s overall warm feelings toward 
Spinoza reminds us of the dictum: “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”; that is, the ene- 
my of any theism (of Jewish, Christian, or Muslim versions) is a thinker, like Spinoza, who 
propagates a worldview of sheer immanency, atheism, anti-teleology, and strict determin- 
ism. Hence Schopenhauer tends to identify himself with Spinoza and frequently compares 
himself to him even in minor details.!! 


Spinoza’s atheism, overt optimism, and vitalism stood in opposition to Schopenhauer’s 
pessimism and thanatotic world view. Still these differences rather attracted him to 
Spinoza as well as to Jewish people in general. Moreover, it stands to reason that one of 
the genuine reasons for his attraction to Spinoza stems from the fact that he constructed 
such a diametrically opposed metaphysics to that of Hegel—the archenemy of Schopen- 
hauer. Spinoza’s anti-historical and anti-teleological approach, frozen in a geometrical ici- 
cle and timeless system, was closer to Schopenhauer’s views despite the above-men- 
tioned differences and made him his favorite thinker. !? 


Schopenhauer hated Hegel as a philosopher and equally as a person. Witness his vicious 
ad hominem attacks against him that were more vicious than anything he had ever ex- 
pressed regarding the Jews or even Judaism. Notable among them are such passages 
from 1836 where Schopenhauer refers to Hegel as to “that shameless nonsense-monger” 
who “has the audacity to promote the most monstrous notions” and has a “little bird 
brain” (WN, 314).!8 


Schopenhauer was aware that Hegel saw Judaism as a religion inferior to Christianity. He 
probably also knew of young Hegel’s feelings (like those of Schopenhauer himself) that 
Judaism stands in opposition to his (i.e., Hegel’s) metaphysical principles.!* This, howev- 
er, did not endear him to Hegel since his anti-Judaism was more moderate than that of 
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Hegel. On a personal level, Jews were never regarded by him as hostile or threatening to 
his self-esteem (as did the widespread popularity of Hegel). 


Furthermore, we ought to remember that, in Schopenhauer’s times, two dominating fac- 
tors conducive in fostering anti-Semitic feelings in Europe were not dominant then as in 
other periods. I refer here to fanatical religious Christian feelings that gave rise to reli- 
gious anti-Semitism and to extreme nationalism that saw in national patriotism the high- 
est value and treated Jewish populations as alien to its national aspirations. Both these 
extreme attitudes were strange to Schopenhauer, who regarded Buddhism (and not Chris- 
tianity) as being the most valuable faith and was quite moderate in his patriotic feelings, 
having been born in the free city of Danzig and having spent most of his childhood and 
youth in a cosmopolitan Hansa Hamburg known for its widely spread multiculturalism. 


Schopenhauer did not hate Judaism but rather respected it as the arch-enemy of his own 
philosophy.!° Moreover, in his eyes there is a moral dimension to our life that depends on 
our ability to liberate our will from the will itself. Such liberation takes place mainly in 
mysticism and asceticism. The first one has its due place in Buddhism and the ©. 428) sec- 
ond one also in Christianity. Judaism is not an ascetic religion and its ancient Hebrew 
great biblical heroes and prophets were far from exhibiting patterns of sainthood. Hence 
Schopenhauer perceived it as inferior to Christianity. 


In contrast to Judaism, Schopenhauer saw in “Christianity proper”!® an ascetic resigna- 


tion and self-denial in the face of a world that contains only suffering. The pessimistic and 
world-denying religions (such as Christianity and Brahmanism) find themselves in opposi- 
tion to the “shallow or wicked” Judaism with its “optimistic rationalism” that follows from 
Jewish monotheism. There is a disagreement among scholars whether Schopenhauer’s 
pessimism had close links (Janaway, 1999) or not (Magee, 1983: 13-14) with his central 
metaphysical tenets. Here I will argue that his negative views on Judaism are closely re- 
lated to his metaphysic of The World as Will and Representation. 


Now, if Schopenhauer’s criticism of Jewish religion stems from his metaphysics, it evi- 
dently is not a direct expression of some personal anti-Semitic grudges that he might or 
might not nurture toward Jews in general. As a contemporary analogy, one might say that 
not every criticism of the present policy of the Israeli government (some of it shared also 
by the present writer) is necessarily an expression of anti-Semitism or self-hatred!’ of the 
present Israeli secular Jews—as some of the ultra-nationalist and religious Israeli fanatics 
claim it to be. 


KK 
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To distinguish didactically between Schopenhauer’s metaphysical anti-Judaism and his 
personal (if any) one, I present his various writings in chronological order to trace any 
difference in nuances and shifts of emphasizes in his relations to Judaism in general and 
to Jews in particular. My exposition here uses two different approaches: 


a. The diachronic approach that will analyze Schopenhauer’s utterances on Jews and 
Judaism as scattered in his metaphysic of The World as Will and Representation 
published between 1818 and 1819. It will also refer to his views on Christianity, 
Spinoza, and religion at large. 

b. The synchronic, rhetorical (in distinction to metaphysical) approach that will deal 
with his nonsystematic and more anthropological writings. Here I will emphasize his 
view on contemporary Jews. These Jews were joined by common religion and perse- 
cution, and lived in the “dirty and stinky” ghettoes.!® The most relevant text here will 
be the two volumes of Parerga and Paralipomena. 


However, to be able to check whether Schopenhauer was anti-Semite before the develop- 
ment of his metaphysical system, I will first look at his Nachlass; namely, to the more per- 
sonal and intimate pieces of diaries and autobiographical sketches of his journeys around 
Europe and his sporadic notes. But before analyzing the relevant texts, I would like to 
mention two cardinal points: 


First: In the vast scholarly literature on Schopenhauer it is hard to find any extensive 
discussion of his relation to Judaism and to Jews! despite the numerous remarks 

(p. 429) about them in his writings. Was it a kind of self-imposed censorship or the quite 
understandable result of the reluctance of his more acclaimed interpreters to deal—in 
the aftermath of the Holocaust (Shoah)—with such a delicate issue as his possible anti- 
Semitic attitude? Thus I will try to fill this lacuna in Schopenhauer’s scholarship that 
refrained from dwelling into this sensitive topic that has become even more painful af- 
ter the genocide of European Jewry—especially after it has become known that Hitler, 
as a soldier during the First World War, carried the works of Schopenhauer in his back- 
pack and referred to him several times in Mein Kampf. In Hitler’s Table Talk, he also 
mentions him saying: “In our part of the world, the Jews would have immediately elimi- 
nated Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, and Kant. If the Bolsheviks had dominion over us for 
two hundred years, what works of our past would be handed on to posterity? Our great 
men would fall into oblivion, or else they’d be presented to future generations as crimi- 
nals and bandits.”?° 
Second: There is no reason to think that Schopenhauer could read Hebrew Scriptures 
in the original. However, it was not the main reason for his quite selective readings of 
the Hebrew literature. He read the ancient Greeks quite voraciously and hence used 
extensively the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible called Septuagint (the full title is 
literally: “The Translation of the Seventy”) of which he had a very high opinion and 
found quite reliable.2! Belonging to different schools, the seventy-two Jewish scholars 
undertook around 270 BCE in Egypt this mission that secured the global dissemination 
of Jewish ethics and tradition. Despite the many flaws and incorrect translations of He- 
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brew into Greek, but not any viable alternative, we can absolve Schopenhauer for us- 
ing exclusively this translation. 


29.1 Autobiographical Remains with a Special 
Reference to Religion and to Letters 


25.1.1 Religion 


Schopenhauer viewed Judaism in terms of a monotheistic “father” religion from which 
Christianity and Islam were derived. He did not perceive Judaism as it is popularly re- 
garded today—namely, as a historical and cultural reservoir of moral values and ethos—as 
an accumulated heritage and life-experiences that stretches over more than four thou- 
sand years. He did not relate to it as to a perpetually evolving faith that established dif- 
ferent schools (e.g., the Rabbinical vs. the Hassidic trends, the Kabbalistic-Mystical vs. 
the Rationalistic etc.) in the same way as he distinguished between different denomina- 
tions in Christianity (especially the Catholic vs. the Protestant Churches). Though being 
an atheist who did not subscribe officially to any particular faith, ©. 430) Schopenhauer 
expressed a keen interest in various religions. He tried to forge strong kinship between 
philosophy and religion, holding that different religions, like various philosophies, at- 
tempt to address the human need for metaphysics.?? In his eyes, philosophy and religion 
share the same essential dogma about existence after death: namely, eternal life. He 
claimed that religion is a “metaphysics for the people” and thought that 


[t]he fundamental difference between various religions is to be found in the ques- 
tion whether they are optimism or pessimism, certainly not whether they are 
monotheism, polytheism ... pantheism, or atheism (like Buddhism). For this rea- 
son, the Old and New Testaments are diametrically opposed and their amalgama- 
tion forms a queer centaur. The Old Testament is optimism, the New pessimism. 
(PP2;p), 388) 


For Schopenhauer, “optimism” is disparaging term because he thought that “earthly hap- 
piness is destined to be frustrated, or recognized as an illusion. The grounds for this lie 
deep in the very nature of things” (WWR2/p), 573). Hence, Jewish craving for earthly hap- 
piness and material prosperity is anti-metaphysical in its nature, in contrast to the Christ- 
ian emphasis on misery and sorrow in life. Furthermore, Schopenhauer claimed that “op- 
timistic” religions such as Judaism and Islam affirm earthly existence and see the world 
as praiseworthy and commendable and as justified by itself. In contrast, the “pessimistic” 
religions view the world as something that ought not to be, and, since they seem to corre- 
spond to Schopenhauer’s central metaphysical dogmas, they express the genuine truth. 
He believed that Buddhism and “genuine” Christianity figuratively express the same 
truths as his philosophy—in diametrical contrast to Judaism which is essentially anti- 
Schopenhauerian at its very core. 
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At the point of what Schopenhauer calls the shallow optimism of Judaism we can locate 
one of the many inconsistencies of his attitude toward Judaism and Jews. I refer to the 
fact that one of the major differences between Judaism, on one hand, and Christianity and 
Islam, on the other, is that the religious Jews do not believe that indeed the Messiah had 
already arrived on Earth and that it is how the world looks when the Messiah reigns.?? 
This stance has pessimistic undertones because it disagrees with optimistic Islam and 
Christianity who believe in salvation under the auspices of God Almighty or his represen- 
tatives, namely Jesus or Mohammed. Had Schopenhauer paid sufficient attention to the 
conclusions of his metaphysical pessimism, he would realize that actually the Jews were 
closer to his teachings than other creeds. Could Job ([yov) of the Hebrew Bible reject 
Schopenhauer’s pessimistic insight that “if a God has made this world, then I would not 
like to be the God; its misery and distress would break my heart” (MR3, 63)/24 


Generally, when it comes to face-to-face confrontation between his metaphysical world- 
view and Christian theology, he does not spare Christianity his decisive criticism. From 
his strictly metaphysical perspective Judaism and Christianity are both severely criticized. 


The following satirical description of Jews in Amsterdam by Schopenhauer could be easily 
drawn by Spinoza himself. This actually is one of the first instances in Schopenhauer’s 
writings where he mentions Jews (not as private individuals per se but as people involved 

(p. 431) in a religious rituals in the Great Synagogue of Amsterdam where, in 1656, 
Spinoza was publicly excommunicated). 


While the rabbi, with head thrown back and mouth opened enormously wide, was 
making an eternally long roulade, the whole congregation were talking as if at the 
corn exchange. As soon as the priest had finished they all sang the same verse af- 
ter him, from their Hebrew books. ... 2° 


Sharper critical statements on Jewish rituals can be found in Spinoza’s oeuvre, for exam- 
ple in his 1670 Tractatus Theologico-Politicus,*° but nobody dared call him anti-Semitic. 
Thus Safranski is right in referring to this quoted passage as one that “is not a case of 
malicious anti-Semitism, for Arthur treated Protestant community singing with the same 
disrespect.”2’ Of course the question remains open about what would be regarded as a 
“malicious anti-Semitism” in Schopenhauer’s case and whether he indeed crossed the 
line, sometimes thin, between a malicious anti-Semitism and a metaphysical anti-Theism. 


In any case, we may regard this unfortunate utterance of the young Schopenhauer as one 
of the first instances of his general anti-theist viewpoint. Furthermore, not being able to 
read Hebrew and not versed in Jewish history and theology, Schopenhauer’s impression 
of the Jewish-Hebrew theological or holy writings came to him mainly from second-hand 
sources, and his occasional encounters with the living species of this faith were not the 
most reliable sources for getting an intimate acquaintance with its lore. Thus certain dis- 
tortions or inaccuracies were not altogether of his own making but of many anti-Semitic 
and hostile to Judaism writers and Christian theologians of his times. 
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25.1.2 Early Manuscripts (1804-1818) 


One of the earliest known references to Jews is found in a lampoon Schopenhauer wrote 
about one of his schoolmasters at the Gotha gymnasium. The relevant part of this ironic 
lampoon (on his teacher Christian Ferdinand Schulze) reads as follows: 


The pulpit’s ornament, the master’s desk’s delight, 

The town’s storyteller and the lodge’s spokesman, 

A perfect Christian, Perfect Jew and pagan... 

The flower and crown of all great spirits, 

Who has thousands of friends—and drops their names.2® 


In these ironical lines Schopenhauer puts Christians, Jews, and pagans on the same par. 
As religious attitudes they are all equal in his eyes, and it seems that he does not believe 
that it is actually possible to become a “perfect” Christian,?° a perfect Jew, or a perfect 
pagan. This is an ad hominem lampoon against a concrete figure who is not Jewish, and 
evidently it is not directed against any other denominations, races, or creeds. However it 
discloses certain hidden religious sentiments. To speak of a perfect . 432) Christian ora 
Jew means that you have implicit idea as to what should be regarded as a genuine reli- 
gious stance. 


This impression—one that somewhat mitigates the conventional view of Schopenhauer as 
a staunch atheist—is justified further by his admission at the age of sixteen that “If we 
take out of life the few moments of religion, art and pure love, what is left except a num- 
ber of trivial thoughts?” (MR1, 9). One page after this confession, Schopenhauer speaks 
about “the Kingdom of God” (MR1, 10).2° When he refers to De Republica of Plato he in- 
troduces a kind of Spinozistic view claiming that “the Ideas are realities existing in 

God” (MR1, 11). An extreme atheist would refrain from using such religious terms. 


This is also evident from his statement: “religion, work of genius, was given to all ages, 
and races as their salvation” (MR1, 19). This naturally includes the Semitic Jews and 
hence it appears that (at least at age of twenty-two) Schopenhauer was far from holding 
anti-Judaist prejudices—or at least he was not a kind of anti-Semitic thinker on account of 
religious reasons. These early attitudes square well with his later intensive preoccupation 
with world religions and with his view that saw fruitful connections between philosophy 
and religion. In a spirit of Spinoza, Schopenhauer claims that religion is a “metaphysic for 
the people” that uses myths and allegories to make life comfortable, and its “truth” is 
suitable to the level of a limited comprehension of the common “bipeds” that are unable 
to perceive abstract philosophical truth. Because of his theistic sentiments he never pro- 
nounced the fatal statement as did Nietzsche, that “God is Dead.” 


This fact is highly relevant since not nature nor number of gods is what distinguishes var- 
ious creeds, but the existential and strictly practical effects that those various faiths exert 
upon their believers. Schopenhauer later argued that the fundamental contrast between 
religions is not whether they are monotheistic Judaism, Christianity, Islam) or polytheis- 
tic (paganism) or even lack any God, like Buddhism. The major difference is whether they 
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are optimistic and hedonistic (that characterized the polytheism of the Greeks and Ro- 
mans and the monotheism of Judaism and Islam) or pessimistic and ascetic (Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and “genuine” Christianity). On this account, Judaism has no proper place in 
Schopenhauer’s world outlook, not necessarily because of any personal anti-Semitic un- 
der- or overtones but because it squarely negates his most fundamental and metaphysical 
dogmas that had been developed by him virtually from the time that he began writing. 


Alongside this evolving anti-Judaism (and anti-Islamism and anti-paganism), it becomes 
clear why Jews or Judaism are seldom mentioned in his Nachlass. At this early stage of his 
career, Jews were never high on his list—he did not pay any serious attention to them as 
he did pay, for example, to Christian creed and to the early theologians of the Church. 
This is plainly documented also in the Second Volume of his Manuscript Remains that con- 
tains Schopenhauer’s marginal notes and transcripts of lectures written down in the uni- 
versities of Gottingen (1809-1811) and Berlin (1811-1813). Most of them refer to exten- 
sive passages from “Novum Testamentum” (MR1, 455-59). No references to “Die Bucher 
des Alten Testaments” are found there but only two sporadic and insignificant remarks on 
Samson and David. 


(p. 433) Thus, in the Manuscript Remains, it is hard to find any significant references to 
Jews or to their religion and almost no citations from the Hebrew Bible. Actually, one of 
those exceptions reveals Schopenhauer’s unfamiliarity with the Hebrew Holy 
Scriptures.?! There is no sufficient indication that Schopenhauer was well versed in He- 
brew language, and the few occasions where he uses Hebrew words (like e.g., “the rare 
Hebrew names and titles of God, such as Adonai and the like” (WN, 417) are not convinc- 
ing evidences to a proper mastery of Hebrew; he could easily have picked them up from 
any of the theological German, Latin, or Greek treatises that he read so voraciously. In 
contrast, we find ample quotation from Das Neue Testament, Shakespeare, Goethe, and 
from classical Greek and Roman authors. This by itself is not a conclusive ground for re- 
garding him as an anti-Semite since many vicious anti-Semites theologians in 
Schopenhauer’s times such as Ernest Renan*? and David Strauss,*° who, despite their fa- 
miliarity with the Hebrew Bible, were malicious enemies of Jews and Judaism. We should 
remember that not every Christian automatically becomes, by virtue of his faith, an anti- 
Semite. 


At this point it is worthwhile to recall Nietzsche’s attitude toward “every great philoso- 
phy” which in his eyes “has been the personal confession of its author and a kind of invol- 
untary and unconscious memoir; also that the moral (or immoral) intentions in every phi- 
losophy constituted the real germ of life from which the whole plant had grown.”*4 
Schopenhauer, who, like Nietzsche, relegated our rationality to second place and also 
(like Nietzsche) spoke about our mental unconscious processes would gladly adopt this 
statement, especially since he had already confessed in Berlin of 1813 that his “work ex- 
pands and the parts grow together slowly and by degrees like a child in the womb, I do 
not know which was the first and which was the last to come into existence” (MR1, 59). 
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Thus what is clear is that were we to ask Schopenhauer what came first—his anti-Jewish 
views or his metaphysics—he would not know how to answer it. So how can we? 


In his Early Manuscript Remains, however, we do find certain “theoretical” seeds for 
Schopenhauer’s later anti-Judaism, disguised under his preference for Christianity, 
though later on he developed a more ambivalent attitude toward this faith as well. Thus, 
for example, when he speaks about the doctrine of “Providence” which in his eyes “looks 
after earthly welfare of the virtuous and protects them,” he claims that it “is to the high- 
est degree absurd, wrong and utterly opposed to true insight” (MR1, 73). But the dogma 
of a Divine Providence was widely disseminated in Judaism but less so in Christianity. 
Since Schopenhauer was quite aware of it, he concludes this remark with a decision “to 
examine whether Providence is a pure doctrine of Christianity” (MR1, 73). One year later 
he claims that it is not only “quite absurd” but actually “contrary to the spirit of 
Christianity” (MR1, 197) or, to be more exact, to his conception of true Christianity. Here 
we can already sense the seeds for his metaphysical anti-Judaism. As a dogmatic thinker, 
Schopenhauer’s general tactic was to regard any Christian ideas of the New Testament 
that were compatible with his metaphysic, as being derived from Indian philosophy 
through the Egyptian priests who supposedly educated Jesus. Consequently, any motif he 
found in the Christian Bible (like the Divine Providence) that opposed his philosophy was 
automatically relegated to the Hebrew Bible. However, such a rejection could hardly 

(p. 434) be regarded as an act of anti-Semitism as, for similar reasons, he later considered 
Protestantism to be a degenerate form of Christianity because, like Judaism, it negated its 
“true nature” by defying asceticism, celibacy, and suffering.°° 


Another reference to Jews in Early Manuscript Remains appears in his approval of the 
passage quoted by him from Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560), a German Lutheran re- 
former and a collaborator of Luther. In his Augsburg Confession (1530), while discussing 
the idea of sin and grace, Melanchthon claims that 


... the gospel of grace was repeated again and again in the whole of scripture, af- 
ter it was first given to Adam and then to the Patriarchs, and then elucidated by 
the Prophets and finally preached by Christ among the Jews and spread by the 
Apostles in the whole world. (MR1, 94) 


It appears that the young Schopenhauer did not distinguish between the Judeo and Chris- 
tian traditions regarding sin and grace, and he did not accuse Jews (as did Nietzsche, 
e.g., in The Antichrist, §25) for inventing the notion of sin and guilt feelings. Nonetheless, 
unlike the overwhelming preference Nietzsche had for the Hebrew Bible over the Christ- 
ian Testament, Schopenhauer prefers the second. This preference is also revealed in his 
quote from Matthew 22:39: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself” (MR1, 342n), which 
incidentally, completely ignores the first historical appearance of this maxim in Leviticus 
(Vayikra) 19:18. This is not by any means a symptom of an anti-Semite suppression of He- 
brew Bible, or of its utter ignorance, but should be regarded as pointing to the quite nat- 
ural fact that Schopenhauer felt himself much more at home with Christian literature 
than with Jewish lore, thus rendering some of his later statements on various aspects of 
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Jewish religion somewhat prejudiced or dogmatic because he barely knew them. But he 
personally knew quite well, as his letters to them disclose, some prominent, acculturated 
German Jews. Did he nurture against them any anti-Semitic feelings? 


25.1.3 Letters of an Anti-Semite? 


Not as charged. Let us look closely into some of them. The testimony from 
Schopenhauer’s letters, especially those of the more intimate nature, carry a special 
weight since in them he was free to write anything he felt or thought without being ham- 
pered by any kind of censorship or public opinion. These letters hardly express negative 
sentiments or personal grudges against Jews that it is possible to suppose on account of 
his overall metaphysical anti-Judaism. 


Schopenhauer, the philosopher and the private man, knew how to separate his theoretical 
and intellectual antipathies (which he confessed in his letter to his friend David Asher*®) 
from his personal feelings. He refers in this letter to Asher’s publication on “Gebirol” and 
concludes: “I find all Hebraism and Islamism truly objectionable.”*” In this intensive cor- 
respondence between the acculturated German Jew (Asher) and _ @. 435) Schopenhauer, 
the latter conveys, in intimate terms, his warm feelings toward the first that go far be- 
yond sheer mutual respect.*8 


Several times in these letters, as well as in his Nachlass, he refers to different persons as 
to “a couple of Jewish Doctors,”°9 or to “the old Jews.”*° In one letter to his cousin he ex- 
presses certain empathy for the miserable fate of Jews in Prussia: “I know the Speciers: 
they are Jews; and after the recent Prussian persecution of Jews this nation does not de- 
sire to acquire any land property there”(GB, 175).*! 


The reappearing references to “Juden” (Jews) is in itself no proof of any anti-Semitic feel- 
ings on the part of Schopenhauer or a sign of negative labeling since, in his other letters, 
he also names people by their nationality or creed.*” 


A slightly different matter is when Schopenhauer mentions Jews or Judaism in a polemi- 
cal context that deals with his philosophy and its opponents. In these cases it is difficult 
to draw a clear line between personal versus theoretical anti-Semitism, and it is quite 
hard to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate usages of such nicknames as “Ju- 
denjunge.” When he refers to an anonymous “local Judenjunge” (GB, 346) does he hint 


here to the rather anti-Semitic cry “Jew boy” being equivalent to the notorious “nigger”? 
43 


In a letter to Julius Frauenstadt (from July 11, 1848), he complains that students were sat- 
urated by “Jewish theism and optimism” and “make a big deal of it and of the philosophy 
of the Jewish God” (“der Judengott” [GB, 232]). This can hardly be regarded as an anti- 
Semitic note since it appears in a wider context of abstract and theoretical polemics. This 
is true also of his letter from January 28, 1849, to his friend, where he complains that: 
“you come from Hegel and bring along with you Pantheism and Optimism which are relat- 
ed to my things as pork ham to the Jewish wedding.”** Here we have another evidence of 


Page 11 of 30 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


The Inscrutable Riddle of Schopenhauer’s Relations to Jews and to Judaism 


Schopenhauer’s familiarity with Jewish customs,*° but even this should be hardly regard- 
ed as a derogatory remark—perhaps against Hegel, but not against Jews as such. 


However the most convincing passage that discredits any sweeping attempt to brand 
Schopenhauer as a plain anti-Semite is found in a letter to Julius Frauenstadt. There, 
Schopenhauer complains quite irritably that 


...to no avail I wrote you that the thing-in-itself [das Ding an sich] cannot be 
found in cloud-cuckoo-land [Wolkenkukusheim] where the Jewish God [Judengott] 
sits but in things of this world. ... I want to tell you what is the thing in itself: it is 
the well-known absolute [Absolutum; emphasis in original], also the hidden cosmo- 
logical proof on which the Jewish God rides [verkappte kosmologische Beweis, auf 
dem der Judengott reite].*® 


He continues: “and it is the case like that of King David who danced and sung before the 
Ark of Covenant, entirely glorious.”*’ This letter ends with a dramatic poem: 


Es ist der Herr von Absolut!— 
Das heiBt es ist der alte Jud. 


(p. 436) Comparing the absolute, namely the thing-in-itself, to the “old Jew” means to hold 
Jews in a quite high esteem indeed. The most fundamental principle of Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics is identical in his eyes with the Judengott or alte Jud. Thus what I call here 
his anti-Judaism must be taken with a grain of salt. At this point we approach the most in- 
scrutable and ironic aspect of this entire topic. 


29.2 The Metaphysical Approach: WWR1 and 
WWR2 


We have seen that in his early Nachlass, Schopenhauer regarded Judaism and Christiani- 
ty as equal and usually contrasted both to Indian philosophy. However, after delineating 
his own system, Schopenhauer counterposed Judaism to Christianity and discriminated 
between the positive (in his eyes) features of Christian creed which, not surprisingly, fit 
his own metaphysics, and the negative aspects of it which were the primitive and redun- 
dant residuals of the “Old Testament.” When he discusses the notion of “immortality” — 
that supposedly Christian doctrine adopted from Indian faith—he speculates that 


New Testament Christianity has such a doctrine, because it is Indian in spirit, and 
therefore, more than probably, Indian in origin, although only indirectly, through 
Egypt. Such a doctrine, however, is as little suited to the Jewish stem on which 
that Indian wisdom had to be grafted in the Holy Land. (WWR2j/p), 488)*° 


When he contemplates certain positive aspects of the Hebrew Bible he does not fail to in- 
form his (mainly Protestant) readers that “The myth of the Fall or man ... is probably, like 
the whole of Judaism, borrowed from the Zend Avesta: Bundahish, 15.” He continues, 
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This idea is the only thing in the Old Testament to which I can concede a meta- 
physical, although only allegorical truth; indeed it is this alone that reconciles me 
to the Old Testament. ... New Testament Christianity, the ethical spirit of which is 
that of Brahmanism and Buddhism, and which is therefore very foreign to the oth- 
erwise optimistic spirit of the Old Testament, has also, extremely wisely started 
from that very myth; in fact, without this, it would not have found one single point 
of connexion with Judaism.49 (WWR2)p), 580) 


To give some credulity to his wild speculation about the formative impact of Indian 
thought on the New Testament, he refers his readers, here and elsewhere, to detailed and 
ample references in Indian writings. But none of it is offered from Jewish and, for that 
matter, from Christian holy writings or other texts. His failure to provide the reader with 
some hard-core historical or textual evidences for this kind of speculation indicates that 
on this issue he was prompted more by his wishful thinking and personal religious 

(p. 437) prejudices than by any empirical data. He uses this peculiar tactic also in refer- 
ence to other ideas that he “grafted” into his metaphysics from Indian thought, using his 
notions of the “genuine Christianity” or a “Christian kernel,” among other reasons, to en- 
list support from his Christian readers to his philosophy. These ideas, in addition to “the 
myth of the Fall” and Original Sin, are the sinister and miserable nature of human exis- 
tence, the lack of “the freedom of the will” (WWR2)/p), 488), etc. 


The ideas Schopenhauer employed in his metaphysics that were taken from Indian 
philosophies, he filtered through early Christian thought, whereas other Christian ideals 
that he rejected were reduced in his eyes to the status of being merely illegitimate residu- 
als of Judaism, which at the bottom line was and remained the highly respected arch-ene- 
my of his metaphysics. However, while all this is true, it does not amount to any anti- 
Semitic feelings he might or might not have entertained in his everyday life. 


Before continuing, we should pay attention to the fact that, just as in his Nachlass, let- 
ters, and diaries, here, too, we seldom find any vicious anti-Semitic remarks. The only mi- 
nor exception is his half-anti-Semitic note where he equates his metaphysics of the Will 
with the “Crucified Savior” as opposed to “Jehovah” (WWR2/p), 645). Then he exclaims: 


My ethical teaching agrees with the Christian completely and in its highest ten- 
dencies, and no less with that of Brahmanism and Buddhism. Spinoza, on the oth- 
er hand, could not get rid of the Jews: A smelling bottle long retains the smell of 
that which filled it.°° (WWR2,p}, 645) 


Then Schopenhauer mitigates this uncharacteristic onslaught against Spinoza by declar- 
ing that “in spite of all this, Spinoza remains a very great man.” And despite this quite an- 
ti-Semitic tone, the relevant question that arises on reading this passage is whether it in- 
dicates a calculated tactic to endear himself to Christian readers or whether it is a gen- 
uine expression of anti-Semitic feelings he might have nurtured. On the background of 
Parerga and Paralipomena and its anthropological frame of reference that allowed him to 
present such popularly vicious anti-Semitic stereotypes as “Jewish stench,”°! the answer, 
I am afraid, tends to be: guilty as charged! Later we will see that, in opposition to his 
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metaphysics, in his more anthropological writings his negative views on Jews qua persons 
and less on Judaism as such won the upper hand. Then one can see how gradually his 
metaphysical anti-Judaism is replaced by an ordinary anti-Semitism that was shared by 
many of the German “bipeds.” And again: the quite Machiavellian speculation that his 
awareness of the widely spread anti-Semitic sentiments among his contemporaneous Ger- 
mans induced him to employ them opportunistically in his late writing is not an excuse. 
On the contrary: cynical (as opposed to innate or religious) anti-Semitism is not an alibi— 
it is even worse than that. 


However, in his major metaphysical work, Schopenhauer overcomes petty personal or re- 
ligious anti-Semitism. A good case in point is the fact that his attraction to Spinoza con- 
tinued all his life, as his numerous references to him testify. Actually, and quite surpris- 
ingly, the fact is that, in these two volumes, Schopenhauer refers to Spinoza at least twice 
as many times as to Jesus Christ, despite highly eulogizing the latter as “the . 438) 
greatest poetical truth ... who stands before us with perfect virtue, holiness, and sublimi- 
ty, yet in a state of supreme suffering” (WWR1)/p}, 91). Spinoza also gets from this cranky 
thinker quite a few compliments. Evidently, Schopenhauer’s metaphysics helped him to 
overcome racial and biological racism and religious anti-Semitism. It is consequently diffi- 
cult to accuse him of pure and simple anti-Semitism. But do we really need to put stigmat- 
ic labels on such great thinkers as Arthur Schopenhauer and reduce them to mere slo- 
gans and catchwords? 


2KARK 


To arrive at a better understanding of Schopenhauer’s tactics, I will use Hegel’s dialecti- 
cal approach as an analogy. Undoubtedly, Schopenhauer would flatly reject such compari- 
son, but, for didactic purposes, I will employ it here, especially the notion of Aufhebung, 
which is the hub of Hegel’s dialectics, viz., the intellectual process where different ele- 
ments of a certain doctrine or faith are abolished, others preserved, and still others ele- 
vated to a higher plane of discourse or conduct. This method is implicitly delineated in 
the following passage: 


The true spirit and kernel of Christianity, as of Brahmanism and Buddhism is the 
knowledge of the vanity of all earthly happiness, complete contempt for it, and the 
turning away to an existence of quite a different, indeed an opposite kind. This is 
the spirit and purpose of Christianity ... but it is not, as they imagine, monotheism. 
Therefore, atheistic Buddhism is much more closely akin to Christianity than are 
optimistic Judaism and its variety, Islam. (WWR2)/p), 444) 


We cannot find here any traces of anti-Semitic sentiments (especially as many Islam be- 
lievers are not Semites), but we can easily discern here the operation of Schopenhauer’s 
tactic. He starts with the thesis of Indian atheistic and pessimistic thought and contrasts 
it with what he believes is its diametrically opposed antithesis, namely, Judaism and its 
theistic, optimistic, and vitalistic creed. Then he employs a kind of Aufhebung 
(sublimation) and forges an original synthesis which is a “true Christianity” purified of 
most of its genuinely Jewish elements (the act of cancellation) that preserves some of 
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Judaism’s elements such as the “myth of the Fall” to which he adds most of the Indian ba- 
sic components (pessimism, anti-theism, immortality, etc.). This purified “true Christiani- 
ty” becomes then, on the second and elevated plane of discourse, Schopenhauer’s meta- 
physics or philosophy of the monistic Will and “the denial of the will-to-life” (WWR1)p), 
387). 


This (almost Hegelian, though anti-teleological and anti-rationalist) scheme approximates 
the philosophical-existentialist profile of Schopenhauer. Out of his deeply religious senti- 
ments (but not of any anti-Semitic feelings) he attempted to replace the Hebrew Bible 
and Judaism with the “Indian” New Testament. Then he tried to reform the latter, not by 
Lutheran revolution, but by his metaphysics of the Will as the only monistic, atheistic, and 
mono-willing valid worldview. In this far-reaching project, the significance of Judaism be- 
comes clearly a decisive factor. This is so since, in this highly speculative frame, Judaism 
plays the role of being the necessary dialectical first stage to be overcome ©. 439) (aufge- 
hoben) by “Indian Christianity” that will preserve such Jewish elements that could be ele- 
vated to the next level (i.e., Schopenhauer’s metaphysics; see WWR1)p), 405 etc.). The re- 
placement of a Jewish and Christian personal and purposeful creative God with an ab- 
solute blind and impersonal Will was possible not solely through an Indian atheistic 
stance and non-affirmation of life but also due to its stark antitheses: namely, Judaism. 
Schopenhauer, overall an honest and a quite reflective thinker, realized this and hence 
the strong ambivalent feelings that he nurtures for Jewish creed without deteriorating 
these feelings into sheer personal anti-Semitism. In any case, he found himself in a very 
precarious situation: he could not do without Judaism because it is the necessary and real 
starting-point of the first thesis of his dialectics of the Will, but he could not stomach it 
because of his metaphysical prejudices and dogmas. Being intellectually dependent on Ju- 
daism was not his cup of tea; hence his attempt to foster an “Indian” revolution of Chris- 
tianity that was mainly aimed against Judaism—and after its “cleansing” (I am perfectly 
aware of the menacing connotations of this term) to use it in his ungodly and post-Christ- 
ian metaphysics. 


His ambivalent feelings toward Judaism find their concrete expression in his claim that 
the historical role of Jewish people was much more important than their present status 
whose history 


...is the history of a small, isolated, capricious, hierarchical (i.e., ruled by false 

notions), obscure people, like the Jews, despised by the great contemporary na- 

tions of the East and of the West ... whose former culture was to serve mainly as 
the basis of ourown. (WWR1)pj, 232) 


Clearly, in Schopenhauer’s eyes, Jews “are really bad Christians” (WWR2)/p), 444), like the 
“Hegelians” (WWR2)/p), 443) and unlike his philosophy, which is conceived in the “true 
spirit and kernel of Christianity,” namely in spirit of “Buddhism” (WWR2)/p), 444). Thus, 
Schopenhauer is convinced that by implanting Indian thought into Christianity he ele- 
vates it to highest level possible (i.e., to that of his own metaphysics), which should be re- 
garded from his perspective as a philosophical exegesis of the “true Christianity.” From 
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this point of view, his exposition resembles a Hegelian dialectical “philosophy of 

history” (WWR2)p), 443) of the Absolute with the crucial difference being that in his meta- 
physics it is the history of the Godless principle working and progressing in history prop- 
er without any rational or reasonable telos or Geist, like the “unmoved Mover” of Aristo- 
tle in his last two books of Physics. 


To summarize Schopenhauer’s views on the Hebrew Bible, we might say that he reflects 
upon it through three theoretical perspectives: (1) that of the New Testament, (2) from 
that of the writings of “Brahmanism and Buddhism,” and, finally, (3) from his own original 
metaphysics of Will. However, the actual and de facto order is exactly the opposite: from 
(3) he moves to (2) and then to (1). Thus we can now understand why he claims that 
“Pelagianism” (a religious doctrine that denies original sin and believes in the freedom of 
the will) “or present-day rationalism ... reduces Christianity to Judaism” (WWR2)/p), 605). 
The old “Geistig” [Ghost] enemy of Schopenhauer is finally uncovered ©. 440) beneath his 
convoluted exegeses: it is actually the old “bad Hegel” more than Judaism that he fights 
all his life°*; perhaps he even develops his entire philosophy to overcome his formidable 
intellectual opponent. All these above-mentioned motives uncover fascinating di- 
chotomies and alliances in Schopenhauer’s thought: Hegel’s theism with that of Judaism 
opposes Buddhism and Schopenhauer’s and Kantian anti-theistic approaches. Hence, 
when he refers to his most admired philosopher, he exclaims: “Kant ... in all seriousness, 
has in philosophy put an end to Jewish theism” (PP1,p), 171). 


29.3 The Anthropological Approach: Parerga 
and Paralipomena, Volumes 1 and 2 


Despite the fact that in his “Preface” to Parerga and Paralipomena (from December 1850) 
Schopenhauer refers to these “additional writings” as “subsidiary” and less “important” 
than his “systematic works,”°? he nevertheless repeats his main ideas as they appeared in 
WWRI and WW2?. As far as his views on Judaism and Jews go, we can find here slight 
modifications to and elaborations on his former attitude. We should recall that one of the 
main purposes of this collection was to attract his readers’ attention to the second edition 
of WWR (in 1844), and that to attract attention you need to express your messages pop- 
ulistically and bluntly. Hence, in regard to Jewish issues, Schopenhauer is much less re- 
served or restrained than he appeared to be in his more systematic publications. Is it only 
a rhetorical tactic, or is it an expression of his genuine feelings? Readers have to reach 
their own conclusion in view of the following exposition. Nonetheless, one cannot fail to 
notice that here the tone is definitely more militant, although the principal meaning of his 
ideas and distinctions remains the same, as, for example, his recurrent contraposition be- 
tween “the basic idea of Brahmanism and Buddhism and of true Christianity” and the “op- 
timistic, Jewish-Protestant rationalism” (PP1,p), 35). The tone indeed becomes more impa- 
tient, grumpy, and loud, but this seldom deteriorates into a vicious and aggressive anti- 
Semitic personal onslaught. 
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However, even at this late stage Schopenhauer retains high respect toward Judaism as re- 
ligion. Since it managed so successfully to taint Christianity with its theistic ideas, 
Schopenhauer wishes to purify Europe from it and cleanse Christianity from the damage 
it inflicted upon this faith. Such a formidable enemy indeed must be feared and respected 
because one cannot fear things or ideas that have caused almost no damage and hence 
are quite negligible. This rhetoric, of course, was not intended by Schopenhauer to urge 
Europeans to exterminate Jews, but, in a historic and wider perspective, it proved to be a 
very dangerous game. 


The great peril Judaism caused the Christian nations echoes in Schopenhauer’s descrip- 
tions of “our Judaized West” (PP2;p), 222) and in his “hope that one day even Europe will 
be purified of all Jewish mythology” (PP2/p), 226). Evidently he did not read ©. 44) 
Heine’s ominous prophesy that “where they have burned books, they will end in burning 
human beings.”°* Thus, he “deplores” the fact that, as he puts it: “This religion has be- 
come the basis of the prevailing religion in Europe; for it is a religion without any meta- 
physical tendency ... entirely immanent and furnishes nothing but mere war-cry in the 
struggle with other nations” (PP1/p}, 126n). Following this verdict, Schopenhauer com- 
mits the invalid move from speaking about Judaism (as a specific religion of Jewish people 
who “are the chosen people of their God”) to speak on “Jewish race,” which is an alto- 
gether different biological and not cultural category. Then he summarizes, rather admir- 
ingly, the “catastrophic” and historical impacts of this Judaism. 


When I observe that the present nations of Europe to a certain extent regard 
themselves as the heirs to that chosen people of God, I cannot conceal my regret. 
On the other hand, Judaism cannot be denied the reputation of being the only real- 
ly monotheistic religion on earth; for no other religion can boast of an objective 
God, creator of heaven and earth. (PP1/pj, 126) 


This mixture of damnation and admiration, of utter rejection and sincere appreciation of 
Judaism makes Schopenhauer’s attitude deeply ambivalent and inscrutable. 


The extent of the damage indicates the enormous power that causes it. From this point of 
view, Judaism scores quite well in Schopenhauer’s book but it also scores highly on ac- 
count of it being imperishable in contrast to other ancient superpowers. Since its preser- 
vation shows a high degree of will-to-life, Schopenhauer cannot but implicitly admire it 
and its people. 


The religion of the Greeks and Romans, those world-powers, has perished. The re- 
ligion of the contemptible little Jewish race, on the other hand, has been pre- 
served. (PP2,p), 393) 


Nonetheless, Schopenhauer cannot forgive Jewish people for their despicable treatment 
of animals and their view of animals as “something manufactured for man’s use” (PP2/p}, 
371). Hence his final verdict and solution: “The unconscionable treatment of animals 
must be stopped in Europe. The Jewish view of the animal world must, on account of its 
immorality, be expelled from Europe” (PP2;p), 377). He maintains that this attitude must 
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be erased from Europe, not for its theistic religion or other elements of faith, but on ac- 
count of its maltreatment of animals. Still, it is a very far cry from Nietzsche’s famous and 
spontaneous exclamation: 


What a blessing a Jew is among Germans!°° 


Finally I will present here two most problematic passages— “problematic” as far as the 
defense of Schopenhauer against the charge of anti-Semitism is concerned. All these 
statements are found in his Parerga and Paralipomena whose anthropological and anti- 
systematic manner made it easier for the aging Arthur to vent his prejudices uncritically 
and quite wildly. 


(p. 442) 1, The first and the most disturbing description is inserted by Schopenhauer in 
context with his discussion of Spinoza’s “pantheism,” which in his eyes is “essentially and 
necessarily optimism” (PP1/p}, 73). Then he refers to several chapters of Genesis and 
states that here the readers are “overcome by the foetor judaicus.” The translator, Eric F. 
J. Payne, evidently tried to weaken this unsettling impression and brought this expression 
in the original Latin. On the other hand, the conscientious editor of the second English 
edition of PP, Christopher Janaway, translates: “the ‘Jewish stench’ ” (PP1, 69; PP2, 338) 
and does not hesitate to provide in a footnote the Latin term foetor judaicus, stating, cor- 
rectly, that it is a “medieval anti-Semitic concept” (PP1, 69n). In any case, foetor judaicus 
or “stench” or even “odor” does not smell better! 


Especially not in Schopenhauer’s nose, since he regards “Judaism” as “the sole purely 
monotheistic religion” (PP1, 116) whose derivatives are Christianity and Islam, and hence 
it becomes eo ipso his unrelenting enemy and the most ideal type of a religion that 
preaches an antithetical learning to those of Indian philosophies and to that of Schopen- 
hauer. He does not like its “theistic” smell and is even cross at Spinoza, whom otherwise 
he regarded quite favorably. The question, of course, should be raised whether this popu- 
lar anti-Semitic expression was used by Schopenhauer as the price he had to pay for at- 
tracting his mostly anti-Semitic readers to his writings, or if it was a genuine expression 
of his sentiments. Who can fathom what was deeply hidden in such a complicated nature 
as that of Arthur Schopenhauer? 


This enigma becomes even more inscrutable when we read in his “Dialogue on 
Religion” (in PP2) traces of certain empathy with the persecuted Jews and an unambigu- 
ous condemnation of the 


... atrocities brought forth by religions, especially the Christian and the Mo- 
hammedan, and the misery they have brought upon the world! Think of the fanati- 
cism, of the endless persecutions, of the cruel expulsion and extermination of the 
Moors and Jews from Spain.°® (PP2, 320) 


However, one page later, he admonishes his readers: “let us also not forget the chosen 
people of God who, after stealing the golden and silver vessels loaned to them by their 
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old, trusting friends in Egypt, at the express and special command of Jehovah now made 
their murderous and plundering raid on the Promised Land” (PP2, 321). 


On account of such (and other) passages I am obliged to grant Schopenhauer a certain 
benefit of the doubt—at least as far as his ambivalent attitude toward Jews and Judaism is 
concerned. Surely Schopenhauer would not deny the occurrence of the Jewish Holocaust 
and would condemn it strongly with all the rhetorical power of his German language. 
And, to paraphrase a witty English saying that “Everybody is innocent— Until proven Ir- 
ish,” I would say that in Schopenhauer’s eyes: “Everybody (including himself) is guilty of 
anti-Semitism— Until proven a philo-Semite!” 


2. The most exciting and no less problematic passage regarding this entire issue is found 
in the same dialogue “On Religion” in an extensive footnote that Schopenhauer appended 
to his version of the Exodus of Jews from Pharaoh’s Egypt. This time he . 443) mobilized 
for his case the renowned authority of one of the most famous historian of antiquity: Taci- 
tus and his Histories. To impress upon the reader an air of credibility, Schopenhauer 
quotes from Tacitus (not after slightly distorting his text), and the only alibi for this infa- 
mous segment is that he downgraded it to a footnote implying thereby that this is not the 
most crucial passage of his views on Jews and Judaism. Nonetheless, most descendants of 
the Jewish people will find it still quite offensive. 


Tacitus (Histories, Book V, ch. 2) and Justinus (Book XXXVI, ch. 2) have handed 
down the historical basis of the Exodus ... from which we can infer how matters 
stand regarding the historical basis of the remaining books of the Old Testament. 
We see there in the cited passage that the Pharaoh no longer wanted to tolerate 
the filthy Jewish people in clean Egypt, who had sneaked in afflicted with dirty dis- 
eases (scabies) that threatened to be infectious; he therefore had them loaded on- 
to ships and dumped on the Arabian coast. It is accurate that a detachment of 
Egyptians was sent after them, yet not to bring back the precious fellows ... but to 
recover from them what they had stolen; for they had indeed stolen golden vessels 
from the temples—who would have loaned anything to such rabble? ... We also see 
from the two Roman classicists cited how much the Jews were loathed and de- 
spised at all times and by all peoples; in part this may stem from the fact that they 
were the only people on earth who did not ascribe to mankind an existence be- 
yond this life, and therefore they were regarded as cattle, as the dregs of humani- 
ty—but as great masters at lying. (PP2, 321) 


It is quite surprising that, in this mixture of theological arguments and falsified “alterna- 
tive” truths, Schopenhauer, who never believed in the validity of “objective” truth and did 
not distinguish it from subjectivity proper—when it concurs with his dark prejudices— 
sided with the historians and based his case against Jews and Judaism on such a shaky 
ground and documentation. However, in this deconstructive period we know today that 
historical treatises are not exactly the epitomes of truth and nothing but the truth, espe- 
cially when it comes to such a mobilized historian as Tacitus who represented in his An- 


nales mainly the Roman point of view.°” 
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All in all, Schopenhauer’s sketchy paraphrases from Tacitus are quite anti-Semitic in their 
content, tone, and malice. Tacitus, though not the most reliable historian, surely did not 
hold anti-Semitic grudges and sentiments against the Jews who were not exactly the main 
foci of his scholarly interests. But let him speak (uninterrupted) for himself and let the 
reader form his own judgment. 


It is said that the Jews were originally exiles from the island of Crete ... [where 
there] is the famous mountain called Idaei, which was later lengthened into the 
barbarous form Iudaei ... Most authors agree that once during a plague in Egypt 
which caused bodily disfigurement ... the oracle of Ammon told to purge Egypt 
and transport this race into other lands, since it was hateful to the gods. ... Moses 
introduced new religious practices quite opposed to those of all other religions. ... 
Whatever their origin, these rites are maintained by their antiquity; the other cus- 
toms of the Jews are base . 444) and abominable, and owe their persistence to 
their depravity ... the Jews are extremely loyal toward one another, and always 
ready to show compassion, but toward other people they feel only hate and enmity 
... aS a race, they are prone to lust, they abstain from intercourse with foreign 
women. ... They bury the body rather than burn it, thus following the Egyptians 
custom ... the Jews conceive of one god only ... and they set no statues in their 
cities, still less in their temples. (Histories, Book V, 177-83) 


Tacitus does not mention Jews being unclean or inflicted by scabies but stresses their 
“customs” and the religious differences of their creed from those of the Egyptians and 
other people. In any case, the discrepancies between Tacitus’s original and 
Schopenhauer’s paraphrases of it speak for themselves. 


KK 


To answer the question I posed at the beginning of this chapter: Schopenhauer did not 
hate Jews, but he disliked Judaism. For this reason he had much in common with the 
present-day secular and enlightened Israelis in Israel, which is not solely a Jewish State 
but a state populated mainly by Jews. Hence the heated dispute in modern, and mostly 
secular, Israel is whether it should be a “Jewish State” or a “State of Jews” (as Herzl 
wanted it to be).°8 


Schopenhauer opposed Judaism because he regarded it as the epitome of theism, which in 
his eyes was the most hateful idea, starkly opposite to what he cherished and applauded 
in his metaphysics. For this reason he also objected to Hegel’s theistic and teleological 
approach. But, in counterdistinction to Hegel, whom he hated personally as a living (and 
pompous) person, he did not hold such grudges and sentiments against Jews as living per- 
sons and even sympathized with their historical distresses as we have shown. Of one 
thing we can be sure: Schopenhauer was less an anti-Semite than he was an anti-Theist 
who defied all monotheistic religions. And it is exciting to see how Schopenhauer—the 
pessimistic misanthrope—wished to eradicate what he thought to be the roots of all evil; 
that is, the various religions, but not the godless Buddhism, which, under his interpreta- 
tion, was the most amiable, humanist, and “correct” faith. Hence comes my final verdict 
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on this entire issue: Schopenhauer was not an anti-Semite as charged. His militantly anti- 
Judaism stance did not make him into a vicious anti-Semitic thinker and person.°? This be- 
ing said, however, it would be quite instructive to quote here Nietzsche’s confession in 
the “Preface” to his 1888 composition: The Case of Wagner. 


What does a philosopher demand of himself first and last? To overcome his time in 
himself, to become “timeless.” ... Well, then, I am no less than Wagner, a child of 
this time; that is, a decadent [and Nietzsche thinks here also of anti-Semitic senti- 
ments]: but I comprehended this, I resisted it. The philosopher in me resisted.©° 


I wonder whether this confession can be equally applied to Schopenhauer and to his enig- 
matic relations to Jews and Judaism? 
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Notes: 


(1.) This title is inspired by Nietzsche’s confession to Wagner in a letter from May 22, 
1869, that “Ihnen und Schopenhauer danke ich es, wenn ich bis jetzt festgehalten habe 
an dem germanischen Lebenserst, an einer vertieften Betrachtung dieses so rathselvollen 
und bedenklichen Dasein” (“I am thankful to you and to Schopenhauer for my up to now 
firm adherence to the German seriousness of life, to the deep observation into the in- 
scrutable riddle of one’s existence”). My translation from Friedrich Nietzsche Samtliche 
Briefe: Kritische Studienausgabe in 8 Banden, edited by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Monti- 
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nari, Munchen: de Gruyter, 1986, vol. 3, p. 9 (hereafter KSA). For useful comments and 
cordial encouragement, I am indebted to the editor of this volume. 


(2.) Robert Wicks, Schopenhauer (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), 10. 


(3.) This reference appears in a context of the dichotomy Schopenhauer used later to 
draw between the realistic (and optimistic) Judaism and the idealistic (and pessimistic) 
Buddhism. Here and elsewhere Schopenhauer does not squarely contrast Judaism to 
Christianity, as e.g., did Hegel, but to Indian religions such as “Brahmanism as well as 
Buddhism” (FR, 36, 125, 710). See also FR, 124-25, where he refers to the “dogma of a 
God-Creator” ... whose “authors and originators” belonged to “that crude and barbarous 
faith of the Jews”. On p. 126, he speaks about the “freedom of the will” as a “crude, crass 
and abhorrent Jewish dogma.” 


(4.) As he admits in an early entry: “the essence-in-itself of man, as of every phenomenon, 
is the will” (MR3, 28 [emphasis in original]). 


(5.) I prefer here the translations of Christopher Janaway, 1999 and 1997, for 
Schopenhauer’s German notion of Wille zum Leben over the usual translation as the “will 
to live” since I agree with him that “what Schopenhauer has in mind is more inclusive, it 
is a striving not just to live, but also to engender life and to protect 

offspring” (Christopher Janaway, “Schopenhauer” in German Philosophers [Oxford Uni- 
versity Press, 1997], 261). Simon May concurs with this view, stating that the term “life” 
captures better the “desire not merely to persevere [as individuals] but to survive [as peo- 
ple] through my offspring” by acts of procreation (Simon May, “Love as the Urge to Pro- 
create: Schopenhauer,” Chapter 13 of his Love: A History [New Haven and London: Yale 
University Press, 2011], 176-187, 274). In MR3 we find textual ground for interpreting 
“will-to-life” as a will to procreate, e.g., “the act of procreation, i.e., the most distinct af- 
firmation of the will-to-live” (MR3, 15 and 17). And see also WWR1)/pj, 329, where he 
speaks about sexual impulse as “only” aiming “at the propagation of the race.” 


(6.) Read his Reisebuch and his Brieftasche from September 1818-April 1820, in MR3. We 
should mention as well the flourishing Jewish community in the city of Hamburg where 
Schopenhauer spent his early years. 


(7.) Read Schopenhauer’s definition that “Theism ... presupposes that the world is divided 
into heaven and earth; on the latter human beings run about, in the former sits the God 
who governs them ...” and who “not only made the world, but afterwards found it to be 
excellent” (PP1,p}: 51; 62). Read also his section, “On theism” (PP2;p}: 339-40) where he 
opposes it to Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. 


(8.) See PP1,p), 127. Later in this dissertation he claims that “Judaism and theism are sim- 
ply identical; therefore, we stigmatize all people who are not Jews, Christians or Muslims, 
with the popular term heathens. Muslims and Jews even repudiate Christians for not be- 

ing pure theists because of the doctrine of the Trinity. For Christianity ... has Indian blood 
in its veins and thus a constant tendency to rid itself of Judaism” (FR, 120). This is a high- 
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ly original explanation for religious anti-Semitic sentiments and also an echo of the “stig- 
matic” prejudices against Judaism that Schopenhauer, the “Indian”-Christian, has devel- 
oped in his metaphysics. 


(9.) See also FR, 37. 
(10.) See also MR3, 153. The same wording is found also in WWR2)p), 644. 


(11.) Thus he writes: “Spinoza died on 21 February 1677, and I was born on 22 February 
1788, and hence exactly 111 years, or 100 plus 1/10 of 100 plus 1/10 of 10 years after his 
death” (MR3, 263). He insisted many times that Spinoza, like himself, was a great “excep- 
tion to Jewish theism” (PP1/p;, 15). On the other hand, he is sometimes hostile toward 
Spinoza in a rather intense way, as for example, in PP1;p), 73 (I am indebted for the last 
citation to Robert Wicks). 


(12.) In this letter to Goethe he quotes a passage from Spinoza’s rather esoteric letters 
which only an expert of his writings can do (GB, 21). See also his letter to Johann August 
Becker from September 21, 1844 (GB, 218) where he states that “their correspondence 
reminds him that of Spinoza with Oldenburg and Blyenburg.” Spinoza’s Epistolae were 
published as part of Opera posthuma in Amsterdam 1677. In a letter from March 4, 1857, 
Schopenhauer refers to Spinoza as to his “spiritual Ancestor” (“geistigen Vorfahren,” GB, 
411). 


(13.) See his letter from December 21, 1829, written in English in the context of his pro- 
posal to translate into English central writings of Kant (a project that was rejected): “ ... 
we now see a mere swaggerer and charlatan, without a shadow of merit, I mean Hegel, 
with a compound of bombastic nonsense and positions bordering on madness ... ” (GB, 
117). 


(14.) See Yirmiyahu Yovel. Dark Riddle: Hegel, Nietzsche, and the Jews (Oxford: Polity 
Press, 1998). 


(15.) He even compares his most cherished philosopher, Kant, to Moses who “returned 
from Mount Sinai to find his people dancing before the golden calf” (WN, 314) as hap- 
pened to Kant vis-a-vis his “misguided” followers and interpreters (like Hegel, Fichte, 
etc.). 


(16.) This expression (MR3, 710) and its synonym “the genuine Christianity” is frequently 
used by Schopenhauer. In one of its first appearances, Schopenhauer draws an interest- 
ing dichotomy between “Parsees, Jews and Mohammedans” who “worship a creator of the 
world” and “Hindus, Buddhists ... who worship an overcomer of the world and in a certain 
sense a destroyer of the world. In his eyes, “Christianity proper”, namely of the New Tes- 
tament belongs to this second class of religions, but on the historical path it is forcibly 
and absurdly connected and ties to a religion from the first class” (MR3, 710). 
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(17.) This appalling mental phenomena was quite common among the acculturated Euro- 
pean Jews by the fin-de-siécle. See my “Jewish Self-Hatred: Nietzsche, Freud and the 
Case of Theodor Lessing” in Leo Baeck Year Book 50 (2005), 233-45. 


(18.) This actually is the description of the Frankfurt ghetto by one of the editors of the 
Encyclopedia Hebraica (Heb.) 28 (1976), 331. This Ghetto, called in German the “Frank- 
furter Judengasse” (“Jewish Alley”) was one of the earliest ghettos and home to 
Germany’s largest Jewish community in early modern times. 


(19.) A notable exception is Robert Wicks’s essay, “Schopenhauer and Judaism,” in The 
Palgrave Schopenhauer Handbook (2017), 325-49. My essay, although published in this 
volume at a later date, was written at the same time as his and though we approach this 
topic in different ways, we fundamentally think alike on this matter. 


(20.) Hitler’s Table Talk, translated by Norman Cameron and R. H. Stevens, 2nd ed. (Lon- 
don: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1973), 89. See the “Introduction” in Nietzsche, the Godfa- 
ther of Fascism? On the Uses and Abuses of a Philosophy, edited by Jacob Golomb and 
Robert S. Wistrich (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2002), 1-16. On Nietzsche’s 
anti-militaristic stand, see my article: “Will to Power: Does It Lead to the ‘Coldest of All 
Cold Monsters’?” in The Oxford Handbook of Nietzsche, edited by Ken Gemes and John 
Richardson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 523-50. 


(21.) Read his admission that “Whoever wants to know without understanding Hebrew 
what the Old Testament is, must read it in the Septuagint as the most accurate, genuine 
and at the same time most beautiful of all translations; there it has entirely different tone 
and colour” (PP2;p), 357n). 


(22.) “Temples [Jewish] and churches, pagodas [Buddhism and Brahmanism] and mosques 
... testify to man’s need for metaphysics ... ” (WWR2/pj, 162). He adds quite ironically: 
“the capacity for metaphysics does not go hand in hand with the need for it” (WWR2/p), 
162). Two pages later he claims that certain metaphysics “known under the name of reli- 
gions” have their credentials outside themselves and were developed “exclusively” by 
“the great majority of people who are not capable of thinking but only of believing, and 
are susceptible not to arguments, but only to authority” (WWR2/p),164). From this per- 
spective, then, no religion is better than others but still Christianity, due to its being 
“formed” by the so-called Indian thought, is in better status than other creeds. 


(23.) Schopenhauer was quite aware of what he calls “the flagrant contradiction between 
the production of the world by an almighty, infinitely good, and wise being and the dreary 
and defective state of this same world” and decided that it was exactly the task of the 
“Cabalistic and Gnostic philosophies” to eliminate this theological discrepancy (PP1)py, 
60). He adds that this contradiction was introduced to Christianity from “Jewish theism, 
where the Lord not only made the world, but afterward found it to be excellent” (PP1 pj, 
62). Witness also his sober observation to the effect that the “Cabalistic ... philosophies 
[though he did not read the Zohar, the foundational work of Jewish mystical thought 
known as Kabbalah, printed in Hebrew in Cremona around 1558] ... are attempts to mod- 
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erate the absurdity of theism ... to abolish the glaring contradiction between the creation 
of the world by an all-powerful, all-wise and all-good being and the sad, dismal and defec- 
tive nature of this world ... [by] introducing the story of the Fall, which is generally the 
culminating point of Judaism” (MR3, 491-92). 


(24.) Schopenhauer knew about Job’s tragic figure and scripture, as follows from his re- 
marks on him in PP2/p), 372 and 525, where in a short homage to him he states, “what 
declamation on the vanity and emptiness of human existence will make a greater impres- 
sion than Job’s?” 


(25.) Arthur Schopenhauer, Reisetagebucher aus den Jahren 1803 bis 1804, edited by 
Charlotte von Gewinner (Leipzig, 1923), 27. The preceding English translation is found in 
Rudiger Safranski, Schopenhauer and the Wild Years of Philosophy, translated by Ewald 
Osers (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), 43. It is actually a pity that, be- 
sides this incident, Safranski does not discuss in more detail Schopenhauer’s views on 
Jews and Judaism, a neglect shared also by many other of his best biographers or com- 
mentators. 


(26.) With which Schopenhauer was familiar, as follows from his remark in volume 1 of 
Parerga and Paralipomena in the context of his rejection of Spinoza’s “pantheism” since, 
in his eyes, it “is essentially and necessarily optimism” as is stated “in the sixteen[th] 
chapter of his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus” (PP1pj, 73). 


(27.) Safranski, Schopenhauer and the Wild Years of Philosophy, 43. 
(28.) Ibid., 90 (my emphasis). 


(29.) This reminds us of Nietzsche’s statement: “in reality there has been only one Christ- 
ian, and he died on the Cross,” Antichrist, translated by R. J. Hollingdale (Penguin Books, 
1968), 151 (for details, see Golomb, 2000). 


(30.) See also MRI, 16, 18, 523. 


(31.) As, for example, when he attributes to “Moses,” Psalm 90:10 (MR1, 80) and the 
translator [E. F. J. Payne] correctly observes in his footnote that “The reference to Moses 
is based on error” (MR1, 80). 


(32.) Joseph Ernest Renan (1823-1892) was a French theologian and expert in Semitic 
languages. His highly controversial book, La vie de Jésus, was published in 1863. 


(33.) To whom Schopenhauer explicitly refers in PP2, 346, namely to his renowned book: 
Das Leben Jesus, kritische bearbeitet (The Life of Jesus Critically Examined), 1835-36. 


(34.) Nietzsche. Beyond Good and Evil, translated by Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vin- 
tage Books, 1966), 13. On many other significant similarities and contrasts between Niet- 
zsche and Schopenhauer, see Ivan Soll (2013) and the classical research of Georg Sim- 
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mel, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche (from 1907), translated by Helmut Loiskandl, Deena 
Weinstein, and Michael Weinstein, Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1986. 


(35.) In his eyes the really “true nature of Christianity” is personified in Jesus, whom 
Schopenhauer admired because “the Christian Saviour is a superb figure, full of poetical 
truth and of the highest significance for ... he is in a state of supreme suffering. This 
forcibly expresses life and the world” (MR1, 248). 


(36.) David Asher (1818-1890), a Leipzig Jewish scholar and teacher of English. He pub- 
lished in Germany several works on Schopenhauer’s philosophy around 1876. 


(37.) My translation “Mir ist alles Hebrdische und Islamische eigentlich antiapathisch” in 
a letter from Frankfurt of July 15, 1857 (GB, 417 and see GB, 422; 425). Solomon ibn 
Gabirol or Ben Gebirol was an eleventh-century Andalusian-Hebrew poet and Jewish 
philosopher, but Schopenhauer does not distinguish here between the Jewish-Spanish cul- 
ture known as the “Golden Age of Jews in Medieval Spain” and the Islamic-Arabic tradi- 
tion there. He feels the same degree of “antipathy” toward both of them. Also, in his let- 
ter writing, he used to regard Judaism on the same par as Islam, thus giving the (right) 
impression of relating to both religions in the same negative terms. Nonetheless, see his 
letter to David Asher from November 12, 1856, where he speaks about his wish to con- 
tribute a parallel from the Rigveda to David Asher’s “hebrdischen Funde” (findings, GB, 
405). Thus despite his feelings of animosity toward Hebrew literature, he finds it interest- 
ing enough to compare it to the Indian writings he cherished. His ability to distinguish be- 
tween persons and their religious or intellectual convictions is particularly noticeable in 
his letter to another (gentile) friend of his whom he thanks for his essay on David Asher in 
which he rejects that rejects “dem rein judischen, niedertrdchtigen Optimismus” (“the 
pure Jewish, malicious Optimism” [GB, 364]). This he writes despite being quite fond of 
Asher, the man. 


(38.) Thus, for example, he is concerned about the clinical obstruction Asher has suffered 
and advises him to walk daily two hours (in any weather), reminding him that: “la santé 
avant tout” (“health is above all” [GB, 421, December 3, 1857]). 


(39.) “Ein Paar Judische Doctoren”; a letter of June 29, 1854 (GB, 347). 


(40.) “Den alten Juden”; in a letter to his loyal friend Julius Frauenstadt (from June 6, 
1856 [GB, 392]). 


(41.) A letter to Carl W. Labes from Frankfurt, January 23, 1838. In the original: “Die 
Speciers kenne ich: sie sind Juden: und nach der letzten Judenverfolgung in PreuBen wird 
diese Nation nichts Lust haben, dort Grundbesitz zu acquiren.” 


(42.) As, for example, when he speaks about the “Catholic students of Theology” and re- 
marks that also the “Bonn Prof. Knoondt is Catholic” (October 3, 1857 [GB, 418]). 
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(43.) See Theodor Herzl (the political founder of the Zionist movement) who, out of des- 
peration due to the pervasive anti-Semitic sentiments reigning in fin-de-siécle Vienna, 
called upon his brothers: “The nickname Judenjungen has been up to now an insult. Re- 
verse the order and it will become a term of honor: junge Juden” (my translation from the 
Hebrew collection of Herzl’s aphorisms from the fin de siécle entitled: Ko Amar Herzl 
(Thus Spoke Herzl), edited by Herzl’s secretary, A. Pollack, and printed in Tel Aviv [In He- 
brew, Palestine] in 1940. The quote is from pp. 33-34. For details, see ch. 1 in Golomb, 
2004. 


(44.) “Sie kommen gar vom Hegel, und bringen Pantheismus und Optimismus mit,—die zu 
meiner Sache passen, wie Schweinskarbonade zur Judenhochzeit” (GB, 232). 


(45.) Further evidence is found in his 1841 treatise on morality where he mentions a Jew 
who remembered that he was forbidden to smoke “his pipe at home on the 
Sabbath” (BM/pj, 106; see also 127). 


(46.) A letter from August 21, 1852 (GB, 290-92). On the next page, he explains that: 
“Meine Philosophie redet nie von Wolkenkukusheim, sondern von dieser Welt [emphasis 
in origin] d.h. sie ist immanent, nicht transcendent” (GB, 291). 


(47.) My free translation of “und sind singen tanzend an ganz glorreich.” And compare to 
the similar exclamation in Nietzsche’s Morgenrothe (Dawn) §205, entitled Vom Volke Is- 
rael about “Volkes freuen ... an dem alte Judengott ... und wir Alle, Alle wollen uns mit 
ihm freuen darf” (KSA 3: 183). 


(48.) See also his remarks twenty-three years later in BM/p), 178. 


(49.) This actually is a mirror image of Nietzsche’s attitude, who, despite being influ- 
enced at the beginning of his philosophizing (in The Birth of Tragedy) by Schopenhauer’s 
Indian metaphysics, wrote later that: “In the Jewish Old Testament, the book of divine jus- 
tice there are human beings, things, and speeches in so grand style that Greek and Indian 
literature have nothing to compare with it.” Beyond Good and Evil, translated by Walter 
Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books. 1966), p. 65. 


(50.) The same accusation of Spinoza is found in MR3, 153; and see the earlier discus- 
sion. 


(51.) In German, “Gestank”: and see later discussion. 


(52.) In PP, this is mostly in an ad hominem manner. He associates Hegel’s philosophy of 
religion with “the doctrines which were in part made known to the former little race of 
the Jews” and blames “the professor of philosophy called Hegel” for “welding” “philoso- 
phy and religion into one centaur which they call philosophy of religion” (PP1;p}: 142). 


(53.) The first sentence of his “Preface.” 


(54.) Quoted by Graham Ward, True Religion (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 142. 
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(55.) Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, translated by Walter Kaufmann (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1968), 31. 


(56.) See also PP2, 322-23: “Truly, this is the worst side of religions, that the faithful of 
each one consider everything to be permitted against those of all others and therefore 
treat them with the most extreme ruthlessness and cruelty; thus the Mohammedians 
against the Christians Christinas and Hindus; Christian against Hindus, Mohammedians, 
native American peoples, Negroes, Jews, heretics and so on ... it is the monotheistic reli- 
gions alone that provide us with the spectacle of religious wars, religious persecutions 
and heretic trials.” The situation today (in the first half of the twenty-first century) is not 
altogether different if we recall the mutual atrocities committed by the Sunnis against the 
Shi’ah, by Isis against Hezbollah, and so on. 


(57.) Read, for example the following statement: “ ... that the Jews alone had failed to sur- 
render increased our resentment.” Tacitus in Five Volumes, Histories, edited by E. H. 
Warmington, translated by Clifford H. Moore, The Loeb Classical Library, Book V (Lon- 
don: William Heinemann/Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1931), 193 (emphasis 
added). 


(58.) See note 43. 


(59.) This judgment is also shared by two modern Hebrew writers who were responsible 
for the Renaissance of Hebrew modern literature: Micha Josef Berdichevski (1865-1921) 
and Joseph Hayyim Brenner (1881-1921). But this topic deserves an independent re- 
search. There is very little literature on Schopenhauer’s impact on the awakening of the 
Hebrew Modern Culture and literature. See M. J. Berdichevski, Uber den Zusammenhang 
Ethik und Aesthetik, Berner Studien zur Philosophie und ihrer Geschichtem vol. 9 (Bern, 
1897); Jacob Golomb (2004), chs. 3 and 4; Aliza Klausner-Eskol, The Influence of Niet- 
zsche and of Schopenhauer on M. J. Berdichevski (Tel Aviv: Dvir, 1954, in Hebrew; espe- 
cially Part 2); Shmuel Hugo Bergmann, “Arthur Schopenhauer,” in his People and Ways 
(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 1967, in Hebrew), 118-53. 


(60.) Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy and The Case of Wagner, translated by 
Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage Books, 1967), 155. 


Jacob Golomb 


Jacob Golomb is Emeritus Professor of Philosophy at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem and a philosophical editor of the Hebrew University Magnes Press. He was 
a visiting professor of philosophy at Penn State University and a member of Wolfson 
College, Oxford. Among his many vices are some books: Nietzsche’s Enticing Psy- 
chology of Power ( Iowa State Press, 1989), In Search of Authenticity: From 
Kierkegaard to Camus (Routledge, 1995), Nietzsche in Zion (Cornell University 
Press, 2004), Nietzsche and Jewish Culture (edited) (Routledge, 1997), Nietzsche and 
the Austrian Culture (edited) (Wien, 2004), and Nietzsche, Godfather of Fascism? (co- 
edited) (Princeton University Press, 2002). His recent article was “Will to Power: 
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Does It Lead to the ‘Coldest of All Cold Monsters’?” The Oxford Handbook of Niet- 
zsche (2013). He has also published extensively on Kierkegaard, Sartre, Camus, psy- 
choanalysis and the philosophy of Judaism and Zionism. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


Commentators on Schopenhauer’s philosophy have been at odds with one another con- 
cerning the signification of the “nothing” with which he closed the first volume of The 
World as Will and Representation in 1818, and how this relates to Schopenhauer’s propo- 
sition that the will is Kant’s thing-in-itself. This chapter contends that Schopenhauer’s 
works contain two conceptions of soteriological nothing: an early conception that is onto- 
logical and contrasted with the vanity of phenomenal life, and a later conception in which 
nothing is employed as an apophatic denial of our epistemological categories. Schopen- 
hauer sought to conceal the way in which his use and understanding of these concepts 
had changed by 1860 by appending a handwritten note to the close of the first volume 
that cited Isaak Jacob Schmidt’s translation of the Diamond-Sutra, an explanation of the 
Buddhist concept of prajnaparamita. Examination of Schmidt’s treatise throws some light 
on the development of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics and soteriology between 1818 and 
1860. 


Keywords: will, nothingness, soteriology, prajnaparamita, Diamond-Sutra, Buddhism 


In the closing section (§71) of The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer 
turned to consider the condition of the saintly ascetic, in whom the will has asserted its 
original freedom and denied itself. To elucidate this enigmatic state, Schopenhauer drew 
a contrast between an absolute nothing (nihil negativum) and a relative nothing (nihil pri- 
vativum) (WWR1, 436). The latter he summarily dismissed as “not even conceivable,” in 
accordance with his habitual disdain for phrases that affix adjectives such as “absolute” 
and “unconditioned” to otherwise meaningful concepts. This is because his main purpose 
in the section was to set in opposition the incommensurable perspectives included within 
the concept of a nihil privativum, or relative nothing. On the one hand, there is the noth- 
ing (Nichts) of the saint’s internal state, and particularly his consciousness which, in the 
absence of the will’s striving, perceives no distinctions between phenomena, even be- 
tween his own body and external objects, so “cannot really be called cognition, because it 
no longer has the form of subject and object.” On the other, there is the vanity or nothing- 
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ness (Nichtigkeit) of the aims and activities of a consciousness shot through with insa- 
tiable will, pursuing a variety of particular external objects to satisfy its empty subjectivi- 
ty, but receiving only suffering for its efforts. Schopenhauer recognized that, for most of 
his readers, the nothing of the saint’s condition is likely to appear menacing and fearful, 
but he explained this as simply a reflex and “expression of the fact that we will life so 
much, and are nothing other than this will and know nothing other than it” (WWR1, 438). 
For, from the antithetical perspective of the saint, the “being” for which we strive appears 
as “nothing,” so that he looks back upon the objects and values of our lives with an abhor- 
rence equal to that with which we regard his mode of life: 


... for everyone who is still filled with the will, what remains after it is completely 
abolished is certainly nothing. But conversely, for those in whom the will has 
turned and negated itself, this world of ours which is so very real with all its suns 
and galaxies is—nothing. (WWR1, 439) 


(p. 364) This is the point at which Schopenhauer closed his first systematic articulation of 
his single thought—with nothing (Nichts). If Schopenhauer had hoped that this final word 
might have clarified his conception of the point of termination of his philosophy, and 
thereby the condition and consciousness of the saint, then debates in the secondary liter- 
ature suggest that he failed. One might issue the rejoinder that the attempt itself was 
foolhardy, since—as he observed elsewhere—“the more that is thought under a concept, 
the less is thought in it,” so that “the most universal concept, e.g. being (i.e. the infinitive 
of the copula) is practically no more than a word” (WWR2, 70). But if being—arrived at 
through negation of concrete perceptual content—provides no purchase for thought, how 
much more so does its opposite, nothing? 


The debate in the secondary literature is not confined to the semantic issue of the mean- 
ing or possible referent of the word “nothing,” nor is it limited to Schopenhauer’s concep- 
tion of the soteriological condition and consciousness of the saint. The nature of the noth- 
ing realized by the saint in the absence of willing raises issues concerning the ontological 
status of the will itself, in addition to the propriety of Schopenhauer’s pretensions to ob- 
jective knowledge of Kant’s thing-in-itself. 


Two broad positions can be found in the literature concerning Schopenhauer’s meta- 
physics of will and soteriology of its negation, both of which relate their interpretations to 
Schopenhauer’s concept of nothing. On the one side are commentators such as D. W. 
Hamlyn and Robert Wicks, who take Schopenhauer at his word when he says that the will 
is the thing-in-itself and the ascetic’s salvation its negation.! This interpretation considers 
the opposition between the incommensurable perspectives contained in the concept of a 
nihil privativum as central to Schopenhauer’s point in §71. Since will as thing-in-itself is 
the original reality, the soteriological nothing of the saint denotes “a condition of libera- 
tion from desire that reveals no new worlds or higher dimensions, but that provides a de- 
tached, liberated, and tranquil outlook on life”? and hence a negative state that is never- 
theless desirable because “by comparison with the misery of our lot it is nothingness that 
provides the only clear contrast and the only release.”* 


Page 2 of 19 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Diamond-Sutra 


On the other side are commentators who take the contrast between a nihil negativum and 
a nihil privativum as the key to interpreting §71, with Schopenhauer’s dismissal of an ab- 
solute nothing denoting his denial of a purely negative condition of salvation, and his con- 
cept of relative nothing an apophatic disavowal of the applicability of our linguistic and 
conceptual forms to the positive reality allegedly attained by the saint. Julian Young and 
John Atwell have developed versions of this reading, supporting it by qualifying 
Schopenhauer’s claim that the will is thing-in-itself, which—the argument goes—he could 
not have meant literally, insofar as it illegitimately transports Kant’s thing-in-itself into 
the phenomenon, making it an object for a subject. Young maintains that the will is not 
the thing-in-itself, but an intermediary object of metaphysical investigation that lies be- 
tween perceptual appearance and unknowable thing-in-itself.* Atwell contends that there 
are two implicit accounts of the thing-in-itself in Schopenhauer’s philosophy—one know- 
able as object, expressing itself as will in the phenomenon, and another that transcends 
subject-object cognition, describable only through negations, such as “ultimate reality ... 
noumenon ... or, to say it best, unconditioned being.”° Young in particular .365) argues 
that a transcendent thing-in-itself apart from will is presupposed by Schopenhauer’s sote- 
riology, for “the possibility of salvation demands that a metaphysical account of the world 
as Will should not be an account of the world in itself,” and that one of Schopenhauer’s 
key arguments for this position is “the ‘relativity of nothingness’ argument.”’ As such, 
Schopenhauer’s closing reflections on nothing is not an ontological descriptor on the or- 
der of being (ordo essendi), but only a negation on the order of knowledge (ordo 
cognoscendi), so that when Schopenhauer “says that the saintly ascetic achieves, ulti- 
mately, salvation (Erlosung), there is some positive state or condition which he believes 
the term to designate.”® 


These two opposed commentarial stances can and do marshal a variety of quotes from 
Schopenhauer’s published works, notebooks, and letters in support of their contrary in- 
terpretations. Schopenhauer’s dominant position is that the will is Kant’s thing-in-itself, 
so that once we remove the subject-object form of representation, what is left over “can 
be nothing other than will, which is therefore the true thing in itself’ (WWR1, 187). How- 
ever, alongside these unequivocal statements there are some tentative qualifications of 
this position, which concede at least the possibility of a distinction between knowable will 
and unknowable thing-in-itself, such as that “the thing-in-itself (which we cognize most di- 
rectly in willing) may have—entirely outside of any possible appearance—determinations, 
properties, and ways of being that entirely elude our grasp or cognition, but which would 
remain as the essence of the thing in itself even when ... this has freely annulled itself as 
will” (WWR2, 209).° 


Such quotations pose a genuine difficulty for any exposition of Schopenhauer’s philoso- 
phy that strives to present it as a coherent, atemporal, and seamless whole, in accor- 
dance with Schopenhauer’s own characterization of his system as the unfolding of a “sin- 
gle thought” (WWRI, 5). As a result, commentators are confronted with a choice concern- 
ing which quotations to prioritize, while limiting the force or relevance of others to the 
overall presentation of Schopenhauer’s philosophy. 
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The debate concerning whether unknowable being or literal nothingness is attained by 
Schopenhauer’s saint in whom the will has turned and denied itself, recalls a comparable 
debate that absorbed academic Buddhology in the nineteenth century, concerning 
whether key Buddhist concepts, such as nirvana, Sunyata,!° and prajndparamita,'! denote 
extinction or entry into a higher mode of existence signposted through negations. !? It is 
significant, therefore, that in 1860—forty-two years after Schopenhauer brought the first 
statement of his system to a close with the word “nothing”—he annotated a handwritten 
footnote to the effect that “[t]his is precisely the Pradschna-Paramita [prajnaparamita] of 
the Buddhists, the ‘beyond of all knowledge’, i.e. the point where subject and object are 
no more. (See I. J. Schmidt, Ueber das Mahajana und Pradschna-Paramita)” (WWRI1, 439). 


Schopenhauer’s citation is to a treatise published in 1840 by the Russian-based Buddholo- 
gist, Isaak Jacob Schmidt.!* Schmidt’s work was a translation of a Mahayana scripture 
known as the Diamond-Sutra, accompanied by Schmidt’s exposition of the key teachings 
of Mahayana Buddhism. Schopenhauer’s reference to Schmidt’s publication provides a 
clue to the aforementioned equivocations found in his work concerning the . 366) status 
of the will and what is at stake in its denial. This is because Schmidt’s publications indi- 
cate that his position on the controversy over Buddhist soteriology was that nirvana and 
prajnaparamita constitute a transition into the “beyond of wisdom [Jenseits der 
Weisheit],” and hence reunion with the “incomprehensible and fathomless fullness of the 
immaterial, simple abstraction of the divine being.”!4 Or, in Schopenhauerian language, 
reabsorption into the inner nature of the thing-in-itself. 


Schopenhauer associated the “nothing” that terminated his first work with Schmidt’s pos- 
itive and transcendent account of Buddhist soteriology for a reason, one that becomes 
clearer when the negative reviews and subsequent neglect to which his system was ex- 
posed after 1818 are taken into account, alongside his exposure to mystical religious lit- 
erature between 1818 and 1860. It is the thesis of this chapter that the inconsistent state- 
ments concerning the status of the will and its denial found in Schopenhauer’s works are 
best unraveled diachronically rather than synchronically, because Schopenhauer surrepti- 
tiously modified the connotation of key concepts such as “will” and “nothing” between 
1818 and 1860. His tendency to juxtapose confident reassertions of the central proposi- 
tion of his Willensmetaphysik with subtle qualifications in later works, as well as the foot- 
note to Schmidt’s treatise appended to the word “nothing” in 1860, are unifying tech- 
niques of his authorship, employed to sustain the conviction that his philosophy was 
based on a single thought, in relation to which his works were the empirical-temporal un- 
folding of its unified transcendental character. However, it is highly unlikely that 
Schopenhauer’s understanding of his key concepts, developed over four decades, re- 
mained stable. If, instead, we carry over an insight from Nietzsche’s genealogical method, 
we might regard the words “will” and “nothing” as the stable element, whose meaning is 
unstable and subject to mutation so that, by 1860, they contain not just “one meaning but 
a whole synthesis of meanings,” insofar as “only something which has no history can be 
defined.”!° 
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The thesis that Schopenhauer’s growing encounter with literature on Buddhism relates to 
the “shift in his thinking concerning the nature of the thing-in-itself” has been previously 
articulated by Moira Nicholls.'© However, whereas Nicholls regards the relation as one of 
influence, this chapter develops the view that Schopenhauer’s reading of the work of Sch- 
midt, and especially the latter’s treatise on prajnaparamita, provided a way out of difficul- 
ties concerning the relation between metaphysical will and soteriological nothing high- 
lighted in critical reviews of the first volume of his chief work. 


The next section of this chapter develops an interpretation of Schopenhauer’s conception 
of relative nothing in 1818, using only quotes from the first volume of The World as Will 
and Representation to elucidate his meaning at that time. In the following section, 
Schmidt’s translation of the Diamond-Sutra and commentary on Mahayana will be ana- 
lyzed, with particular reference to the positively transcendent account of prajnaparamita 
that he imported into the Sutra. The fourth section of the chapter will trace the steps and 
developments in Schopenhauer’s Willensmetaphysik and soteriology that followed on 
from his initial statement in 1818, which led up to his appropriation of Schmidt’s apophat- 
ic account of Buddhist soteriology in the footnote of 1860. 


w.36) 22.1 Schopenhauer on Absolute and Rela- 
tive Nothing: 1818 


If the closing section of the first edition of The World as Will and Representation is inter- 
preted using only materials from that time period, then there is no indication that the 
concept of relative nothing (nihil privativum) is an indirect affirmation of the saint’s entry 
into a positive reality that exceeds our linguistic and conceptual categories. Indeed, 
Schopenhauer positively excluded such an idea. He unequivocally stated that “[o]nly 
nothing remains before us” (WWR1, 438), and counseled his readers not to bypass or 
“evade” (umgehn) it with “myths and meaningless words [Mythen und bedeutungsleere 
Worte] as the Indians do, words such as ‘re-absorption into the primal spirit’ [den 
Urgeist*’], or the Nirvana of the Buddhists” (WWR1, 439). 


This comment clearly signifies that Schopenhauer at this stage regarded any suggestion 
of mystical reabsorption or equivocal negation (nirvana) as mere evasive fig leaves for the 
saint’s attainment of a negative state, despite Schopenhauer’s nascent admiration for oth- 
er aspects of Indian thought at this stage. Urs App has argued the contrary, contending 
that Schopenhauer’s comment is “very positive,” and “is usually completely misunder- 
stood as a critique of nirvana and Buddhism.”!® However, rather surprisingly, App’s argu- 
ment turns solely on the circumstance that Isaak Schmidt used the word bedeutungsleer 
to expound the Mahayana critique of all names and forms, including nirvana, in a work 
published in 1843, from which App argues back to Schopenhauer’s supposed identical 
use in 1818. But App’s argument assumes that Schopenhauer possessed a level of sophis- 
ticated knowledge of Mahayana’s negative dialectic unknown to any European in 1818, 
and also ignores the force of Schopenhauer’s contention that Buddhists use nirvana to 
“evade” (umgehn) “the dark impression of that nothing that hovers behind all virtue and 


Page 5 of 19 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Diamond-Sutra 


holiness as the final goal” (WWR1, 439). Schopenhauer’s reference is clearly dismissive, 
and indicates that, at this stage, mystical reports of the soteriological condition were not 
a respectable source. 


Instead, Schopenhauer’s conception of the nothing of the saint was worked out in relation 
to European philosophers, specifically Kant and Plato. He cited Kant as the origin for the 
contrast between an absolute nothing (nihil negativum) and a relative nothing (nihil priv- 
ativum): Kant defined the former as an “[e]mpty object without concept,” which coheres 
with Schopenhauer’s comment that it is “not even conceivable,” for it “would be nothing 
in every respect” and hence self-cancelling (WWR1, 436). Nothing in every respect sug- 
gests that, were there an absolute nothing, there would never have been a world at all, 
and hence no will and no representation to wonder at—just nothingness for eternity. By 
contrast, Kant defined a nihil privativum as an “[e]mpty object of a concept,”!9 and hence 
the concept of an absence or void. By itself a void has no content, so can only be thought 
indirectly, through the relation of thinking away, absenting, or emptying out that in rela- 
tion to which it is nothing—namely, the will as thing-in-itself, along with its mirror, the 
world as representation. 


(p. 368) Schopenhauer also referenced Plato’s Sophist in §71 (WWR1, 437), a dialogue 
concerned with how to say or think what is not, the solution to which was given in the 
Form of Otherness or Difference (to Eétepov). The section of the dialogue to which 
Schopenhauer referred has the Eleatic Stranger outlining how the parts of Difference 
pervade all other Forms, allowing each one to remain itself, by virtue of not being, or be- 
ing different from, all the others. However, Difference itself has no specific nature and so 
cannot be thought independently, apart from not being, or being different from, all other 
Forms. Since non-being is Difference, it is not therefore the contrary of being, for that 
would be absolute nothing; instead, non-being is a relative nothing that can be brought 
into discourse because it is different from being, “and necessarily, because it is different 
from that which is, it clearly can be what is not.”2° 


In sum, Schopenhauer’s line of thought in §71 might be compared to the response that 
Silenus gave to King Midas’s question concerning the best life:2! Schopenhauer’s concept 
of relative nothing would correspond to dying very soon and absolute nothing to never 
having been born at all, a condition that is—insofar as we have heard those words—“not 
even conceivable,” because “nothing in every respect” (WWR1, 436). Both indicate a 
negation or absence, one absolutely without a preceding condition of existence—and 
hence inconceivably—and the other relative to the existence that both King Midas and the 
reader of The World as Will and Representation are currently enduring, whose negation 
gives it content for our understanding. 


It seems, therefore, that Schopenhauer’s dismissal of the concept of absolute nothing pro- 
ceeded from assumptions that also prompted his dismissal of the concept of absolute 
good, for just as “every good is essentially relative: because its essence is to exist only in 
relation to a desiring will” (WWR1, 389), so every nothing is essentially relative, because 
its essence is related to and assumes a recently extinguished will. Saintly mystics may re- 
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sort to positive phrases when celebrating their liberation from willing, such as “ecstasy, 
rapture, enlightenment, unity with God” (WWRI, 438), but these will be as empty of con- 
tent as exclamations of happiness, contentment, and satisfaction of willing, which are 
similarly “of a negative rather than positive nature” (WWR1, 346). Schopenhauer would 
not, therefore, have taken mystical phrases as reliable reports from the beyond, insofar 
as the experiences and actions of a saint “do not come from abstract cognition, but from 
an intuitively grasped, direct cognition of the world and its essence, and he filters this 
through some dogma only to satisfy his reason” (WWR1, 410). The saint thereby has no 
other language in which to express his phenomenological experience of negative libera- 
tion from willing, or relative nothing, than the abstract myths and meaningless words 
made available by his religious and cultural tradition. These will often consist of transcen- 
dent terms denoting union with some positive object or supernatural reality, but the 
terms that Schopenhauer himself used to describe the nature of the saint were psycholog- 
ical and hence ontologically neutral, such as the “peace [Friede] that is higher than all 
reason ... that completely calm sea of the mind [Meeresstille des Gemuths], that profound 
tranquillity [tiefe Ruhe], imperturbable confidence and cheerfulness [unerschutterliche 
Zuversicht und Heiterkeit]” (WWR1, 438). On this reading, the intuitive content of ascetic 
wisdom converges with (.369) what was, for Hamlet, the abstract knowledge that “our 
condition is so miserable that complete non-being would be decidedly 

preferable” (WWRI1, 350). 


This, at least, is how Schopenhauer understood the concept of relative nothing in 1818; in 
his published works from 1844, it undergoes a subtle shift. In the supplementary essays 
that accompanied the second volume of 1844, Schopenhauer posited an “essence of the 
thing-in-itself” that might be left over (ubrig bleiben) after the abolition of the will. For 
“cognition” this state appears as “an empty nothingness”, but if “the will were simply and 
absolutely the thing in itself, then this nothingness would be absolute, instead of which it 
expressly proves precisely here to be a relative nothingness” (WWR2, 209). It seems, 
therefore, that absolute nothing is no longer an empty object without concept, “not even 
conceivable,” but a possible state of simple non-existence, were the will the thing-in-itself 
without remainder; in other words, the condition that, I have argued, was denoted by rel- 
ative nothing in 1818. By contrast, the 1844 passage states that the self-abolition of the 
will is a nothingness only for “cognition”, and hence relative to our intellects. 


Schopenhauer often juxtaposed this possibility of an “essence of the thing in itself”, inac- 
cessible to our intellects, with Buddhist concepts such as nirvana (WWR2, 576; 624) and 
prajnaparamita. In the supplementary collection of essays of 1844 he remarked that “in 
the essence in itself of all things, to which time and space and therefore plurality as well 
must be foreign, there can be no cognition”, and in 1860 annotated to this a handwritten 
note to the effect that “Buddhism describes this as Prajnaparamita, i.e. what is beyond all 
cognition” ,?? citing Schmidt’s translation of the Diamond-Siutra as his source for this 
claim (WWR2, 288). This is the same treatise cited at the close of his chief work of 1818, 
to which we now turn, to see what light it can throw on the development of 


Schopenhauer’s concepts of “will” and “nothing” between 1818 and 1860. 
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22.2 Schopenhauer and Schmidt’s Diamond-Su- 
tra 


Isaak Jakob Schmidt (1779-1847) originally learned Tibetan and Mongolian as a Mora- 
vian Missionary to Kalmyks, but from the mid-1820s he began to publish translations of 
and commentaries on Mongolian and Tibetan Buddhist scriptures. Although isolated from 
the main activities of European Buddhology centered in Paris, Schmidt’s work was no- 
ticed by Eugéne Burnouf, who had instigated the nirvana controversy in 1844 by defining 
the term as “complete annihilation.”*? To establish his interpretation, Burnouf questioned 
the fidelity to the original Sanskrit of the Tibetan manuscript from which Schmidt trans- 
lated his Diamond-Sutra, in order to dispute the accuracy of Schmidt’s rendition of 
nirvana as a transcendent location, or “region free from misery.”74 


Schopenhauer first encountered Schmidt’s scholarship in 1830, when he read and took 
notes from Schmidt’s 1829 History of the Eastern Mongols (MR4, 47-48). .370) 
Schopenhauer recommended this work (alongside two by other authors) in the footnote 
covering recent Buddhist scholarship in the first, 1836, edition of On Will in Nature.?° 
Citations to Schmidt’s publications became a regular feature in Schopenhauer’s works 
thereafter, occasionally accompanied by tributes, such as that Schmidt is “an admirable 
scholar whom I firmly believe to be the most thoroughly knowledgeable expert on Bud- 
dhism in Europe” (FR, 118). In the expanded version of the footnote that appeared in the 
second edition of On Will in Nature in 1854, Schopenhauer recommended three more 
books by Schmidt, in addition to the lectures on Buddhism that Schmidt had delivered to 
the Academy of St. Petersburg between 1829 and 1832, and published in its proceedings 
(WN, 432-33n). 


One text by Schmidt not mentioned by Schopenhauer in the footnote of 1854 was the 
treatise on prajnaparamita and translation of the Diamond-Sutra, published in the 
Academy’s proceedings of 1840. It is not completely clear when Schopenhauer might 
have first read the text, but it is safe to assume that it was late. Urs App has usefully 
recorded that Schopenhauer’s personal copy indicates that he received it from the Librar- 
ian at the St. Petersburg Academy in 1860.2° This accords with the absence of any notes 
to the text in Schopenhauer’s Nachlass and only two references in his published works, 
both late and handwritten (WWR1, 439; WWR2, 288). These references indicate that the 
main idea that Schopenhauer carried over from Schmidt’s treatise was the notion of an 
“essence in itself of all things” that transcends the division into subject and object, and is 
therefore “beyond all cognition” (WWR2, 288). It would be implausible to maintain, given 
Schopenhauer’s late encounter with the treatise, that he derived this idea from Schmidt’s 
work. However, his citations signify that his encounter with it merged with and confirmed 
key trends in his later thought, specifically that of the nothing that characterizes the con- 
dition of the ascetic. 


Schmidt’s treatise is a compound of elements: it reproduces the Tibetan text of his manu- 
script of the Diamond-Sutra, followed by a German translation; there is also a translation 
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of a Tibetan primer summarizing Buddhist doctrine, along with Schmidt’s own general ex- 
position of Mahayana religious philosophy. Schmidt’s account of Mahayana is not rigor- 
ously derived from his translation of the Diamond-Sutra, for the latter’s account of pra- 
jnaparamita does not support Schmidt’s gloss that it consists of the view that “only the 
greater unity outside of the borders of nature, in which every ego disappears, this Beyond 
all Knowledge [prajfiaparamita], is to be accepted as true and unmistakable being.”*’ The 
Sutra itself makes no reference to true being beyond nature, but confines itself to apply- 
ing a deconstructive logic to all phenomena, followed by an affirmation of their conven- 
tional existence. Shigenori Nagatomo describes this procedure as a “logic of not,” which 
he formalizes as “A is not A, therefore it is A.” This may, prima facie, appear to be a non- 
sensical statement, but as Nagatomo contends, “to understand it properly ... one must 
read it by effecting a perspectival shift to a non-dualistic, non-egological stance. Only 
then can one see that it is not contradictory, and hence that it is not nonsensical.”2° 


The non-dual, “non-egological stance” to which Nagatomo refers is the Buddhist teaching 
that subjects and objects are empty (Sunya) of an inherent, self-defining .37) nature 
(svabhava).*° The first part of the Stitra’s logic—A is not A—negates the common view 
that the objects of sense are self-grounding substances or Selves, negation of which is the 
ultimate truth (paramartha-satya). The second part—therefore it is A—affirms the exis- 
tence of subjects and objects on the level of conventional truth (samvrti-satya), as empty 
assemblages of changing elements, which is the perspective that the Bodhisattva must as- 
sume toward them in order to fulfill his vow to “liberate all of these aggregates from mis- 
ery without remainder.”*° The Bodhisattva entertains both perspectives simultaneously, 
taking his stance on the field of emptiness, beyond subject and object, in which phenome- 
na are indistinguishable and hence non-dual, while recognizing on a conventional level 
that these aggregates experience themselves as suffering beings in need of deliverance. 
In Schmidt’s translation, the Buddha teaches his disciple Rabdschor (Skt. Subhuti) “that 
which is called living beings, Deshinschegpa [Skt. Tathagata] has declared as non-beings 
[A is not A]; this is why they are called ‘the living beings [therefore it is A].’ ”2 The Bod- 
hisattvas’ ability to move between the ultimate perspective of emptiness and the conven- 
tional truth of suffering aggregates parallels, to an extent, Schopenhauer’s 1818 concep- 
tion of two states of nothing that are relative to one another—one vain, the other nothing, 
as outlined in the previous section. 


It is nevertheless a tribute to Schmidt’s conscientiousness that the Sutra’s studied avoid- 
ance of transcendent speculation comes across even in his German translation, but his ex- 
position of the main principles of Mahayana tends to steer his readers toward a specific 
interpretation of the Sutra’s enigmatic dialectic. One might be tempted to argue that Sch- 
midt projected his Christian presuppositions onto a non-theistic text when he remarked 
that, for Buddhists, “the fullness of the godhead resides in the beyond of human knowl- 
edge.”°? This, however, would be unfair, for as with any religious tradition, Buddhism as a 
living practice does not fully inhere within its scriptures: these are always interpreted 
within the context of a commentarial tradition that takes its bearings from the metaphysi- 
cal assumptions of a particular school. As Paul Williams notes, 
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Buddhist texts were intended as no more than mnemonic devices, scaffolding, the 
framework for textual exposition by a teacher in terms of his own experience and 
also the tradition, the lineage transmission from his teachers, traced back to the 
Buddha himself, or to a Buddha, or to some other form of authorized spiritual reve- 
lation. This approach to, and treatment of, the sacred text in Buddhism is not only 
of historical interest. In traditional Mahayana cultures, particularly among the Ti- 
betans, these texts are still used and studied in the age-old way. The scholar who 
would write a study of Buddhist practice or even doctrine without bearing this in 
mind is like an art historian who would study architecture by ignoring the building 
and looking only at the bricks! 


The lineage from which Schmidt obtained his manuscript of the Diamond-Sutra was Ti- 
betan Vajrayana, a school that posits an innate, non-dual Buddha-nature in all beings, so 
that prajnaparamita constitutes the realization that one has been, always already, . 372) 
enlightened. Its philosophical underpinnings were derived from the Indian Mahayana 
school known variously as Yogacara, Cittamatra (Mind-Only), or Vijnanavada (The Way of 
Consciousness), which developed its doctrines in response to the emptiness (sunyata) 
school of Madhyamaka. The Yogacarins concurred with Madhyamaka that objects and 
subjects of experience are void or empty of self-nature, but objected that the theater in 
which phenomena arise and pass away must have inherent existence. They identified this 
with the non-dual consciousness experienced in yogic trance, in which there is merely a 
flow of phenomena, with no awareness of a self or subject within the flow that might be 
opposed to an object. This they named the param-dlaya, or “abode beyond,” which when 
corrupted appears as the dlaya-vijnana, or storehouse consciousness, in which resides the 
seeds that ripen as karmic fruits and perpetuate the round of samsara. Prajnaparamita, 
the condition beyond all knowledge, occurs when the mind realizes that phenomena are 
nothing but mental constructs, which thereby effects a return to “the ultimate source of 
mind or consciousness, which is in itself empty of all natures and features.”°4 


The metaphysics of Yogacara pervades Schmidt’s commentary on the Diamond-Sutra, al- 
though it ought to be emphasized that, for Tibetan Vajrayana, the Buddha-Nature is a 
monist principle or “immanent presence in reality,”*° rather than a transcendent abstrac- 
tion. This does not come across in Schmidt’s fairly gnostic and dualist account of Mahaya- 
na, according to which Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are docetic appearances of a “hidden 
godhead,” appearing in physical nature to liberate “spirits captured within the bonds of 
matter.”°° Schmidt maintained that the “idea that threads the system [Mahayana] togeth- 
er cohesively” is that “the indwelling spirit [Geist] of matter does not belong to the living 
organism, but to the godhead hidden in abstraction, because like this, it is eternal, imma- 
terial and immutable in essence, and is thus willingly assimilated into and absorbed by it, 
as a related and constituent part.”°” This sounds very much like the mythic and meaning- 
less notion of reabsorption into the primal spirit, which Schopenhauer in 1818 regarded 
as an evasion of “that nothing that hovers behind all virtue and holiness as the final 

goal” (WWRI1, 439). 
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The treatise nevertheless indicates that Schopenhauer and Schmidt were in agreement 
on the origin and nature of religion, for Schmidt similarly traced religions to something 
akin to Schopenhauer’s metaphysical need, stating that it is “not sufficient for the human 
mind to remain within the authorized limits of its intuition; the feeling of its overly nar- 
row margin drives [treibt] it over these limits.”3® And, like Schopenhauer, Schmidt re- 
garded Buddhism as one of the foremost attempts to satisfy this drive (WWR2, 178), com- 
menting that “among the many philosophical systems, from grey antiquity up to our days, 
all owe their existence to mental efforts of which Buddhism occupies the first place.”°9 
However, whereas Schopenhauer regarded monotheism as a minority (FR, 118) and dis- 
pensable faith (WWR2, 170-71), and located metaphysical need in wonder and distress 
(WWR2, 180), Schmidt traced the quest for metaphysical meaning to the universal ques- 
tion, “what and where is god?” 


(p. 373) It is likely that Schopenhauer would have taken Schmidt’s suggestion that Bud- 
dhism was motivated by an alleged universal quest for god with a grain of salt, for he ha- 
bitually distinguished Buddhists from other mystics who “mean nirvana by the name God” 
and thereby “relate more than they could know, which the Buddhists do not do; hence 
their Nirvana is merely a relative nothing” (PP2, 94). Indeed, Schopenhauer often re- 
ferred to Schmidt’s works in support of his view that Buddhism was atheistic, insofar as 
“{t]he writings of the Buddhists lack any positive indication of a supreme being as the 
principle of creation” (FR, 119). This suggests that, for Schopenhauer, a necessary condi- 
tion of monotheism was a doctrine of creation out of nothing, which Schmidt consistently 
emphasized was absent from Buddhism. In his treatise on the Diamond-Sutra, Schmidt 
noted that the “creation of worlds and their different regions is not at all regarded as an 
act of the highest divine essence,” but proceeds or emanates (ausgang) “from the frag- 
mentation of mind [Geistheit]” into a plurality of individual egos on contact with matter. 
And whereas Schopenhauer stressed that monotheism proper was obliged to regard cre- 
ation as a gift, “Ma&vta KaAa Aiav” (PP2, 271), Schmidt observed that “according to the 
main teaching of Buddhism, in the connection between spirit and matter that issues in 
creation, there lies only disaster and ruin.”*! 


Schmidt’s Yogacara-inspired account of the world’s emanation from fragmented mind 
would possibly have struck Schopenhauer as a religious and hence sensu allegorico 
version of his theory that the world as representation arises when “the one eye of the 
world that gazes out from all cognizing creatures” carves up the thing-in-itself in accor- 
dance with the principle of sufficient reason (WWRI1, 221). For, central to Schmidt’s expo- 
sition of Mahayana was that the world of sense-experience, and everything conditioned 
by “materialistic-consequent reason,” is “empty [leer] and void [nichtig].”4* The same 
claim is stated in poetic fashion in Schmidt’s translation of the Sutra, when the Buddha 
describes objects of sense using imagery that resonates with Schopenhauer’s own figura- 
tive descriptions of the phenomenon. 


Consider all things and any accumulation (issuing from essence) like the covering 
of the stars, like a lamp, like an optical illusion (word-jugglery), like the thaw, like 
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a water-bubble, like a dream, like a weather-light (lightning-flash), like the clouds! 
43 


However, the subtle balance between two opposed but relative states—one painful but 
vain (Nichtigkeit) and the other painless but nothing (Nichts)—that characterized 
Schopenhauer’s conception of nothing in 1818, contrasts with Schmidt’s presentation of 
Mahayana’s opposition between the “apparent being of the forms and shapes of the world 
of appearance (phenomena)” and the “true immutable being” that lies beyond subject and 
object in prajnadparamita.** Schmidt would thereby have been instrumental in confirming 
the validity of Schopenhauer’s post-1818 conviction that the condition of the saint or Bod- 
hisattva is a relative nothing in an epistemological sense, insofar as the ascetic passes 
‘into the incomprehensible and fathomless fullness of the immaterial, simple abstraction 
of the divine being.”*° 


37) 22.3 Schopenhauer on Absolute and Rela- 
tive Nothing: Post-1818 


Although it cannot be claimed that Schmidt’s Diamond-Sutra influenced Schopenhauer’s 
intellectual development, his 1860 citation to Schmidt’s treatise on prajnaparamita at the 
close of his first work indicates the direction in which Schopenhauer had been revising 
his key concepts after 1818. This project of revision evidently began early, in response to 
the few reviews of his chief work, but especially that by Johann Friedrich Herbart pub- 
lished in 1820.4° Herbart was the first to articulate a set of objections to Schopenhauer’s 
system that have since become standard in the literature: concerning the inconsistency of 
Schopenhauer’s self-identification as a Kantian, who nevertheless assumes to know the 
thing-in-itself;*” and the problem of understanding how the original freedom of the will 
can break into the order of determined phenomenal causes.*® Both objections relate to 
the compatibility between Schopenhauer’s concepts of “will” and “nothing.” 


Schopenhauer’s Nachlass evidences his immediate concern with these criticisms: in a 
note from late 1820 he considered the idea, later aired publicly in 1844 (WWR2, 209), 
that the will merely appears as thing-in-itself in the phenomenon, but may have other as- 
pects unknowable to us (MR3, 41). This line of thought became clearer in a note from 
1829, where it is tied into the soteriological concept of nothing that closed his first work. 


I have, of course, declared this will to be the thing-in-itself, yet not absolutely, but 
only in so far as the thing-in-itself is to be named after its most immediate phe- 
nomenal appearance and accordingly the extreme boundary-stone of our knowl- 
edge is to be found in the will. When subsequently I represent this will as abolish- 
ing itself, then here I have expressly stated that the nothing that is left for us is 
only a relative and not an absolute nothing. From this it is obvious enough that 
that which abolishes itself as will must yet have another existence wholly inacces- 
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sible to our knowledge, and this would then be simply the existence of the thing- 
in-itself. (MR3, 595) 


Schopenhauer’s further ruminations on these themes did not appear in his next publica- 
tion, On Will in Nature of 1836, which contained no new elaboration of his metaphysics, 
but a motley assemblage of alleged empirical confirmations of it. These new develop- 
ments made their first appearance in 1844, in the second edition of The World as Will and 
Representation, accompanied by supplementary essays larger than the original work. The 
expanded material also indicated the extent of Schopenhauer’s engagement with mystical 
religious literature between 1818 and 1844, including Schmidt’s works on Buddhism. The 
work contains the aforementioned qualifications of his original statement that the will is 
the thing-in-itself, and what occurs in its denial. Schopenhauer still made a point of the 
immanence of his philosophy, which “sticks to the facts of outer and inner experience, as 
they are accessible to everyone” (WWR2, 657), so that his soteriology can only positively 
indicate “what is denied, surrendered” and hence “needs ... to .375) describe as nothing 
what is thereby gained or grasped” (WWR2, 627). One might contend that the suggestion 
that there is a something to be “gained and grasped” after the will’s abolition is already 
straying beyond facts accessible to everyone, but Schopenhauer goes further by adding 
the consolation that 


... this still does not mean that it is absolutely nothing, that it has to be nothing 
from every possible perspective and in every possible sense; but only that we are 
restricted to a wholly negative cognition of it, due very probably to the restrictions 
of our standpoint. —But this is precisely where the mystic proceeds positively; 
from this point onwards, nothing remains but mysticism.” (WWR2, 627) 


This recognition of mysticism does not amount to a literal validation of its propositions, 
since the intuitions of mystics are grounded in individual rather than common experience, 
and their statements impossible, insofar as they aim to pass beyond wisdom or knowledge 
and express the inexpressible (WWR2, 626): as such, mystical propositions will still be 
“myths and meaningless words” (WWR1, 439). However, the quote above concedes a pos- 
itive proceeding to the mystical quest that was absent in 1818, and moreover indicates 
how Schopenhauer’s soteriological concept of nothing surreptitiously moved its focus 
from the opposed perspectives denoted by a nihil privativum, to the epistemological con- 
trast between an absolute and relative nothing. 


The possibility that there may be an unknowable entity prior to the will soon began to ap- 
pear in Schopenhauer’s works as philosophical knowledge, without reference to mysti- 
cism. In his last work of 1851, Parerga and Paralipomena, he maintained against “certain 
silly objections” that “the negation of the will to life in no way signifies the annihilation of 
a substance,” and posited a prior, transcendent subject for which willing and not-willing 
are equal options, and which is consequently therefore “not annihilated by one or the oth- 
er act” (PP2, 281). 
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Although these qualifications of his originally bold claim that the will is the thing-in-itself, 
and its negation nothing, enabled Schopenhauer to bypass the objections of critics and 
find in mysticism an independent confirmation of his soteriology, they unintentionally pro- 
duced an imbalance in the explanatory power of his philosophy. This is because, as 
Schopenhauer often pointed out, the strength of his original statement resided in its abili- 
ty to acknowledge the reality of evil and suffering without resorting to Ptolemaic epicy- 
cles, such as evil as non-being, the will’s indifferent freedom, or a historical Fall of a Pri- 
mal Man. By contrast, almost all other systems have optimistically but naively deduced 
the world of finite squalor from an infinite principle of perfection and plenitude. But, hav- 
ing done so, they have been immediately confronted by 


... the question of the origin of evil, of the monstrous, nameless evil, of the horri- 
ble, heart-rending misery in the world, and to settle such a costly account they be- 
come dumb or have nothing but words—empty, sonorous words. In contrast, if the 
existence of evil is already woven together with that of the world in the foundation 
of a system, then it need not fear this spectre, just as a vaccinated child need not 
fear .376) smallpox. But this is the case if freedom is placed in the “being” [esse] 
instead of the “acting” [operari] and then from freedom proceed wickedness, evil, 
and the world. (WN, 444) 


But if the will does not possess original aseity, but is merely thing-in-itself in relation to 
appearance, and beyond all knowledge there is an inscrutable subject, originally indiffer- 
ent to willing and not-willing, whence evil and suffering? The wickedness, evil and suffer- 
ing of willing seem to have been relegated to the status of contingent effects of this 
subject’s action or operari, as opposed to proceeding from the esse of the world. This 
transcendent subject definitely lacks the “inner conflict with itself” that characterized the 
will as thing-in-itself of the first volume (WWR1, 381), and that so readily accounted for 
the war of all against all observed in the phenomenon. By seeking to iron out contradic- 
tions in one part of his system, Schopenhauer’s late reinterpretation of his concepts of 
will and nothing opened up a gap elsewhere. 


22.4 Conclusion 


One might regard the conceptual and explanatory problems that this chapter has traced 
from Schopenhauer’s early statement in 1818 up to his closing modification in 1860 as in- 
soluble, and perhaps inherent in the very project of combining a positive metaphysic with 
a soteriology. This is because a metaphysic that traces the world to an original pristine 
principle faces the difficulty of explaining why we need to be saved. Christianity has 
struggled with Adam’s Fall from the goodness of his original nature into Original Sin, just 
as Yogacara has struggled to explain how the original, non-dual param-alaya manifested 
itself as a world of subject-object cognition and conventionally suffering beings. Even 
Schmidt observed in relation to Buddhism that the “gap in the system, the open question, 
concerns the infinite fragmentation of a multiplicity of minds or one mind into the forms 
of matter: from whence did this multiplicity or fragmentation originally arise?’”*9 The 
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Lankavatara-Sutra, deeply influenced by Yogacara, attempted to seal this gap by likening 
the param-dlaya to an ocean with still depths, and samsadra to waves moving on its sur- 
face, “stirred uninterruptedly by the wind of objectivity.”°° However, if the original mind 
is the still ocean, and the waves the round of samsara, what is the wind? It appears to be 
an external element, so that Yogacara’s attempt to establish a positive monism to match 
its soteriology, passes over into a dualism. 


But if Christianity and Yogacara failed to explain why we need to be saved, 
Schopenhauer’s early statement of his system suffered from the opposite problem—of ex- 
plaining how we might be saved, given that the essence of self and world is omnipotent 
will. This is the weak point on which Herbart focused in his review, and which has recent- 
ly motivated more recent qualifications of the status of the will by Young and Atwell. In 
response to Herbart’s criticisms, Schopenhauer subtly modified his key concepts “will” 
and “nothing”, drawing the former into the background and foregrounding ©. 377) the lat- 
ter, now taken as merely a negation of our modes of cognition. But by so doing, he intro- 
duced a dissonance elsewhere in his system concerning evil, of which he seemed to re- 
main oblivious. These movements back and forth recall Schopenhauer’s own, early, criti- 
cal commentary on the history of Christian theodicy, spinning “in an endless circle by try- 
ing to bring these things into harmony, i.e. to solve the arithmetical problem that never 
works out but whose remainder appears sometimes here, sometimes there, after it has 
been hidden elsewhere” (WWR1, 434n.). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


The chapter offers a critical analysis of Nietzsche’s objections to Schopenhauer’s philoso- 
phy. While the influence of Schopenhauer on Nietzsche is widely documented, the 
author’s intention here is to ask how Schopenhauer might respond to Nietzsche’s inter- 
pretation of his philosophy and his critical challenges and hence, ultimately, to assess the 
force of Nietzsche’s objections. The chapter considers Nietzsche’s central challenge, be- 
ginning with his account of Mitleid (compassion or pity) and, from there, opens out to the 
analysis of psychology, history, and the affirmation of life. It also considers two ways in 
which Nietzsche arguably steps out from under Schopenhauer’s influence: his “historical 
philosophy” and his style or philosophical attitude. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, pity, compassion, psychology, history, life affirmation 


It is difficult to say anything uncontroversial about Friedrich Nietzsche, but the following 
is as good a candidate as any: he was both heavily influenced by and highly critical of 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy. Early readers and commentators certainly recognized this. 
As well they should: Nietzsche’s early writings advertised their connection with Schopen- 
hauer, while his later writings assume a knowledge of Schopenhauer in order to attack 
him, often enough by name. There can be no doubt that, without Schopenhauer, there 
would have been no Nietzsche: no affirmation of life, no Apollonian and Dionysian as Ni- 
etzsche understood them in The Birth of Tragedy, no attack on compassion or ascetic val- 
ues, and no “will to power,” to name but a few. 


Biographically, an enthusiasm for Schopenhauer’s philosophy seems to have been a nec- 
essary condition for Nietzsche’s friendship with Richard Wagner—the only plausible rival 
to Schopenhauer as the greatest influence on Nietzsche’s thought. But to leave things 
there would risk obscuring wider influences. Many of Nietzsche’s other significant inter- 
locutors were highly enthusiastic about Schopenhauer, including Erwin Rohde, Paul 
Deussen, Franz Overbeck, and Jacob Burckhardt. Setting aside his personal relations, 
Nietzsche’s entire productive life occurred under the aegis of the so-called Pessimis- 
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musstreit—the public argument, which began in earnest with Schopenhauer, about 
whether life was worth living.! 


Nietzsche followed this debate closely, and many of his leading ideas are formulated in re- 
sponse to its participants. His close reading of Eugen Duhring, Eduard von Hartmann, 
Philipp Mainlander, Julius Bahnsen, and many others would have exposed him to develop- 
ments and criticisms of Schopenhauer.” He was also exposed to some (by then) standard 
criticisms of Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, including those which informed his own early 
sketch, known as “On Schopenhauer,” in which he dismisses some of Schopenhauer’s 
central metaphysical claims.* This reminds us that Nietzsche’s treatment of Schopen- 
hauer is not merely the meeting of two minds, but a response, by Nietzsche, to the 
philosopher who in large part shaped Nietzsche’s intellectual environment. It also ©. 480) 
reminds us that, like many others involved in the Pessimismusstreit, Nietzsche can both 
be highly critical of Schopenhauer and remain substantially in his debt. In sum, it is hard 
to think of any corner of Nietzsche’s philosophy about which we can say, with any confi- 
dence, that it is immune from Schopenhauer’s direct or indirect influence, although the 
present discussion will tentatively consider two candidates in due course. 


While all of this is well-established, some myths or conventions about the relationship still 
persist despite being challenged in the literature. One example is Nietzsche’s own de- 
scription of his 1865 “discovery” of a copy of Schopenhauer’s masterpiece in a bookshop 
operated by his Leipzig landlord, as though he was moved, mysteriously, to pick up a com- 
pletely unknown author: “I cannot say what demon whispered to me: “Take this book 
home with you’ ... At home I threw myself into the sofa corner with the treasure I had ac- 
quired, and began to allow that energetic, sombre genius to work upon me.”* The descrip- 
tion, written two years after the event it describes, has the air of a conversion narrative: 
the reluctant young man, who (he tells us) is not in the habit of buying books, is seduced 
into buying Schopenhauer’s masterpiece, only to be transformed by a work which, he lat- 
er wrote, seemed as though it were written just for him.° In truth, Nietzsche had certainly 
heard a great deal about Schopenhauer’s philosophy before he bought the book.® Again, 
this serves to remind us of the extent to which Schopenhauer was “in the air.” Moreover, 
autobiographical Schopenhauer conversion narratives, in which a budding young pes- 
simist philosopher accidentally stumbles across the masterpiece, seem to be something of 
a genre unto themselves in this era: “I went into a bookstore ... Schopenhauer? Who was 
Schopenhauer? I never heard the name ... ”” 


Another convention may be helpful for the beginner, but soon begins to dissolve on fur- 
ther inspection: namely, that the early Nietzsche was Schopenhauerian, whereas the late 
Nietzsche broke with Schopenhauer (or, in some versions, the later Nietzsche broke with 
metaphysical thinking and turned toward a more scientific outlook). This is useful, insofar 
as significant changes do indeed occur with the publication of Human, All too Human— 
some of which we will discuss shortly. For example, Nietzsche’s tone toward Schopen- 
hauer generally switches from reverential to mocking. But the convention is unhelpful if it 
suggests that Nietzsche’s philosophy was straightforwardly Schopenhauerian before 

1878 or plainly anti-Schopenhauerian afterward, and it is especially unhelpful if it sug- 
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gests that Nietzsche became non-Schopenhauerian (i.e., that he eventually stepped out 
from under the shade of Schopenhauerian influence). A better way of putting things 
would be that, like many other contributors to the Pessimismusstreit—and that, in large 
part, is what Nietzsche was, even if his thoughts undoubtedly outlasted and outgrew their 
immediate context—Nietzsche was maneuvering within a set of ideas, concepts, and intel- 
lectual concerns laid out by Schopenhauer and Schopenhauerians. Broadcasting praise or 
hostility, loudly agreeing or disagreeing on some particular point, dismissing even the 
Streit itself as worthless and its principal protagonists as idiots—none of this should dis- 
tract us from Schopenhauer’s lasting and highly variegated influence. 


Our approach to this influence is to begin with one point on which there is apparent dis- 
agreement—I have chosen to begin with Mitleid (compassion or pity®)—and to look at 
Nietzsche’s objections to Schopenhauer and at responses which might be available to 

(p. 481) Schopenhauer or his defender. As we shall see, these objections and responses in 
relation to Mitleid open up into other areas of their respective philosophical outlooks be- 
yond that narrow focus. By chasing these disputes as they move across different areas of 
philosophy, we will get a sense of Nietzsche’s Schopenhauer and of how Schopenhauer 
might have viewed his most influential disciple, before ending with some remarks on 
what might truly set them apart. 


27.1A Test Case: “The Nonsense About Com- 
passion”? 


Schopenhauer had placed Mitleid at the center of his ethical thought, whereas Nietzsche 
was its fierce opponent. Schopenhauer argued, simply put, that an action is morally 
evaluable if and only if it is not egoistic; that non-egoistic actions are evaluable as “good” 
if and only if they are carried out to increase the welfare of another; and that actions car- 
ried out to increase the welfare of another are those which spring from compassion 
(BMjpj, §16). Nietzsche’s objections form the starting point of our analysis, which will also 
consider how Schopenhauer might have responded. 


A first objection is what we might call psychological: Nietzsche appears to deny that 
there is such a thing as Mitleid, instead presenting himself as the unmasker of the appar- 
ently compassionate one’s real motives. Hence Mitleid will turn out to be an exercise of 
power over the pitied one, especially prized where it is the only form of power available, ! 
or, similarly, it is a form of the “drive to appropriate,”!! where compassionate behavior is 
understood as a species of controlling behavior. Schopenhauer was not unaware of the 
potential for cynicism about Mitleid as the true cause of action, and he tries to nip this ob- 
jection in the bud: by all means, many apparently moral actions are secretly motivated on 
selfish grounds, but Schopenhauer denies that this is true of all such actions and an- 
nounces that “all argument with such a man [who insisted that all actions are egoistic] 
would, therefore, be at an end, and I address myself to those who admit the reality of the 
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matter” (BM/p}, 126; see also 128, 131). By Schopenhauer’s own admission, he and Niet- 
zsche are simply talking past each other. 


Nietzsche attempts a different kind of psychological objection when he suggests that the 
compassionate one never feels the same pain as the sufferer, only a new pain of her own: 
the sufferer feels his own pain, and the compassionate one feels her own pain. ! 
Schopenhauer had needed to tread very carefully in this regard because he had to 
present, for example, my compassionate moral acts as motivated by a suffering which, 
one the one hand, was sufficiently “mine” to force me to act and, on the other hand, suffi- 
ciently “yours” that I am not being merely selfish by acting to relieve it. This balance led 
to some contorted phrasing: “although [the suffering of the other] is given to me as some- 
thing external ... I nevertheless feel it with him, feel it as my own, and yet not within me, 
but in another person” (BMjp), 165; Schopenhauer’s emphasis). The phenomenon ©. 482) 
Schopenhauer describes is not so much feeling your pain as my own as it is feeling my 
pain as your own. Schopenhauer acknowledges that this is at least a very mysterious form 
of motivation. He can, of course, appeal to the (for him) deeper reality that you and I are 
one, which might go some way to explaining the phenomenon. But, first of all, Nietzsche 
would not have agreed on this metaphysical point and, second, even if he had, the status 
of compassion as a half-way house between individuation and unity—a tear in the 
nonetheless intact Veil of Maya—still remains something of a mystery within 
Schopenhauer’s system. Setting aside more fundamental metaphysical disputes, the cen- 
tral point to take from Nietzsche’s criticism would be that Schopenhauer seems to prefer 
appeals to mystery in his explanations of ethics to Nietzsche’s more down-to-earth op- 
tions (on the theory of compassion as mysterious, see BM/p), 144; 167; cf. D, §142). So far, 
then, Nietzsche has suggested that the phenomenon of compassion is highly mysterious, 
which Schopenhauer already acknowledges, and that there is no such thing as compas- 
sion, a counter-assertion, the possibility of which Schopenhauer recognizes, but one that 
he does not think most people are likely to bother with. 


A second objection is historical: other cultures, and other philosophers in the Western tra- 
dition, do not praise compassionate acts, and indeed being pitied has been experienced as 
an affront to dignity.'3 The point of this is to challenge the Schopenhauerian presentation 
of compassion as a trans-historical ethical value, something which is or ought always to 
be recognized as worthy: “the true, only genuine and pure basis of morality, therefore al- 
ways and everywhere operative” (SW6 [PP2], §109, my translation). While Schopenhauer 
clearly recognizes that both moral characteristics and pangs of conscience vary accord- 
ing to culture and character (BM/pj, 126-27; SW6 [PP2], §117), in the end, he wants to 
use the approbation of conscience as a criterion of the moral worth of an action (BM/p), 
140), whereas Nietzsche finds it naive to think that a historically complex phenomenon 
such as morality could be boiled down to a single motivation such as compassion. !* For 
our purposes, we should note Nietzsche’s reference to the “purge” theory of tragedy—he 
claims, following one standard interpretation of Aristotle, that the Greeks used tragedy to 
purge themselves of pity, a clear recognition of its dangers.!° 
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A third kind of objection appeals to the relationship between pity and the value of life. 
When I pity you and help you, I preserve something (you) which, by nature, ought to be 
allowed to perish. To have a greater number of pitiful living beings around is to encour- 
age further disgust at life.1© Here again—as Nietzsche knows—we are not presented with 
an objection to Schopenhauer on his own terms since Schopenhauer ultimately valued 
compassion precisely insofar as it pointed in the direction of the negation of life. Niet- 
zsche is not arguing against Schopenhauer, then, but assuming hostility to Schopenhauer 
on the part of his readership, on a central Schopenhauerian point. We can see a similar 
effect when we look at an earlier Nietzschean defense of pity, as when in a pessimistic 
culture (Nietzsche speaks of “Indian” culture) pity helps people cope with and take part 
in life by taking care of each other.'’ Here, pity has become valuable for Nietzsche pre- 
cisely because it is a spur to keep on living under difficult circumstances. 


(p. 483) A fourth objection focuses on the nature of pleasure and pain. Nietzsche some- 
times argues that compassionate acts increase the amount of suffering.!® In GS 338, the 
commitment to compassion is taken as dependent on an erroneous view (so Nietzsche 
claims) that great pleasure can be experienced by one who does not experience great suf- 
fering. Effectively, Nietzsche is arguing that dampening down suffering via compassion- 
ate acts will automatically dampen down pleasure, too. The ethicist who values compas- 
sion makes a mistake comparable to that of thinking that one can go downhill all the way 
on a circular walk, when in fact downhill stretches must be matched by equivalent uphill 
ones. 


Here again, Nietzsche’s objection amounts to counter-assertion. Schopenhauer had 
claimed that pleasure is the absence of pain. If so, to alleviate your pain just is to make 
your existence more pleasurable (less painful). This controversial claim that pleasure is 
negative had, as Nietzsche well knew, already been challenged by Hartmann and Duhring 
(among others) in the intervening years. Pleasure, it was claimed, could certainly be posi- 
tive, and some pains were a necessary backdrop to the pleasures of life, not to mention 
that certain privations might be thought pleasurable. Still, one could acknowledge this 
without holding, as Nietzsche suggests, that every reduced pain reduces pleasure or the 
capacity for pleasure. Schopenhauer had also said, of course, that our greatest pleasures 
are not as pleasurable as our greatest pains are painful—a claim which can stand inde- 
pendently of whether or not pleasure is negative. If so, one could argue that the absence 
of all pleasure or pain would be superior, despite the loss of potential for great pleasures, 
and hence that compassion (as Nietzsche describes it) is worthwhile after all. 


As we have seen, some of the disagreements between Schopenhauer and Nietzsche re- 
garding Mitleid boil down to assertion and counter-assertion—about the nature of plea- 
sure and pain, about whether there are genuinely compassionate acts, and so on. But 
they also point toward wider philosophical issues at stake, for example in the question of 
whether it is true (and, if so, whether it matters) that not all cultures base morality on 
Mitleid. Indeed, each variety of objection—psychological, historical and “life” based— 
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opens up another vista onto Nietzsche’s criticisms of (and dependence on) Schopenhauer. 
We now look to each of these in turn.!9 


27.2 Psychology 


Our discussion of Nietzsche’s objections to pity saw him trying to make two arguments 
which, prima facie, appear to be in tension with one another. One was that there is no 
such thing as pity (the psychological objection). The other was that acts of pity are in fact 
harmful (evident in the pleasure/pain and value-of-life objections). But if there is no such 
thing as pity, then how can pity be harmful? Nietzsche could always say, as indeed he did, 
that “pity” is not just one thing (D, §133). But a closer look at how Nietzsche . 484) de- 
veloped Schopenhauerian psychology will help us to see how Nietzsche might have drawn 
these claims together, even if it also shows us some further problems he faced. 


We begin with a simplistic picture of mind, to which Schopenhauer and Nietzsche were 
both opposed. Since Nietzsche associates this (fairly or not) with Socrates and Plato, I’ll 
call it the “Socratic picture.”2° According to this picture of thought and action, when we 
choose to do something, (1) we could have chosen otherwise, but (2) prior to acting, we 
could correctly weigh up our options and (3) act according to which option we thought 
was right; (4) having acted, our motivations are plain for us to see and to be made avail- 
able to others so that (5) we can be judged morally based on what we do. 


There are many different ways of opposing this view of mind and action, beginning with 
the apparent appeal to freedom of the will (1). But for our purposes, two particular chal- 
lenges should be noted. First, there are phenomenological problems: a plausible, confes- 
sional description of one’s own actions, or a cynical description of the actions of others, 
could easily reveal multiple cases in which we do not act according to the option we think 
is best (against [3], see e.g., SW6, §118 [PP2]) and we do not correctly understand our 
own options and motivations (against [2] and [4]2!). Better, then, would be a model which 
explained both our apparently Socratic actions and our failures by Socratic standards as 
part of the same overarching story. The overall suggestion from both philosophers, there- 
fore, is that counter-instances to (2), (3), and (4) should be viewed as normal, not aber- 
rant, and that we have privileged a (Socratic) model which only occasionally, if ever, gets 
it right.?2 


To see why non-Socratic behaviors might be normal, we need to look at the second moti- 
vation for criticizing the Socratic picture. This is not phenomenological, but rather what 
we might call “naturalistic,” where this just means treating human beings as animals 
which are part of the natural world. For both Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, that is, our 
discursive, reasoning capacities, although unusual and distinctive, must be seen as serv- 
ing a function for us as animals. Hence, just as dogs have an unusually good sense of 
smell compared with humans, humans have unusually good mental capacities when com- 
pared with dogs. But both mental and olfactory capacities serve animal needs such as 
survival and procreation. When Schopenhauer carefully describes, for example, how bees 
and spiders build hives and webs without the slightest (conscious) plan and without past 
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experience, he is laying the groundwork for viewing human behaviors in a similar light 
(SW3 [WWR2], Chapter 27). The point is not, of course, that our behaviors are identical to 
those of spiders and bees, but that they are contingent on underlying, nonconscious nat- 
ural goals—according to Schopenhauer, on the blind intentionality of the Will to repro- 
duce and consume itself, as manifested in nature. 


By thinking of humans first and foremost as animal-like and nature-governed, we can ex- 
plain more than the Socratic model can, succeeding both where it succeeds and where it 
fails—as, indeed, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche (at least sometimes) thought they could. 
Schopenhauer’s focus on sexual reproduction gives him his most plausible example of a 
natural force which operates through us, where necessary making use of our intellectual 
capacities, but where necessary manipulating and overriding them (SW3 [WWR2], ch. 
44). It would be very odd, to say the least, if all the other animals (. 485) reproduced due 
to the blind forces of nature, but human beings did so because they decided that it was 
the best option available to them and acted accordingly in a process of reasoning which 
was completely independent of nature. 


Before we turn to Nietzsche, note that one problem for Schopenhauer should already be 
apparent. In the case of the bee or the spider building a hive or web, there is no con- 
scious plan of action or prior experience, just instinctive action. In the case of the human 
building a house, there is a conscious plan and, usually, a great deal of prior experience. 
Presumably, the conscious deliberation and planning in the human case makes some 
difference to the outcome. What is that difference? Why do we have conscious delibera- 
tion, if nonconscious deliberation does the job for animals? An obvious answer would be 
that conscious, rational deliberation leads to better outcomes from “nature’s point of 
view,” at least in the human case. But then we are pushed back toward a Socratic model, 
according to which our deliberations determine the outcome of our actions. If our deliber- 
ations are indeed so effective, then how and why does “nature” (or the Will) exercise con- 
trol over them to make sure humans do as “it” wants? In Schopenhauerian terms, the 
question would be this: to what extent is the intellect independent from the Will? 


Schopenhauer was notoriously evasive on this question.?° It is easier, and more relevant 
for our purposes, to say what he wants than to say what he can consistently have. The in- 
tellect is a truth-seeking capacity which the Will creates because it is useful for the Will 
to know the truth about various things in the phenomenal world. But the intellect is (usu- 
ally) not capable of truth-seeking beyond the uses and requirements of the Will. Hence, 
truths that are harmful to the Will’s purposes are not grasped as such, and palpable false- 
hoods—for example, that getting what we want will make us happy—are taken as proba- 
ble or true by the intellect, just when it suits the Will. Hence, for example, the intellect 
might be good at identifying food (good for the Will), but bad at recognizing that eating 
never seems to bring the happiness that it promises (the recognition of which would be 
bad for the Will). Of course, the more the Will is in charge of what the intellect can and 
cannot discover, the more the intellect seems redundant—hence posing a problem for a 
naturalistic explanation, which sought to explain the intellect in virtue of its natural func- 
tion. On the other hand, the more independence the intellect has, the less control can be 
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ascribed to the Will—which is a problem for any analysis, like Schopenhauer’s, which ap- 
peals to the Will as the general explanation of action. 


We see this tension at work in Schopenhauer’s careful formulations: “hence [in cases of 
unrealistic hope] the intellect is bound to do violence to its own nature, which is aimed at 
truth, since it is compelled, contrary to its own laws, to regard as true things that are nei- 
ther true nor probable, and often scarcely possible, merely in order to pacify, soothe, and 
send to sleep for a while the restless and unmanageable will. We clearly see here who is 
master and who is servant” (WWR2/pj, 216). Here, the intellect would normally or by na- 
ture grasp some truth, but it is not permitted to do so by the Will—a Will that controls the 
intellect, but which the intellect can send to sleep. In the same sentence, we have (1) the 
Will as the master which compels the intellect to make a mistake and (2) the intellect as 
the crafty servant who succeeds in getting the master off its back fora _ . 486) while. In 
another example, the Will prevents the intellect from noticing one of the possible out- 
comes of its actions—one which the individual would shy away from, but which the Will 
wants—so that the person does what the Will wants, risking this unwelcome outcome 
(SW3 [WWR2], ch. 19). If all options are already available to the Will such that it can 
blind the intellect to some of them, then what use is the intellect? Its job can hardly be to 
present the various outcomes to the Will so that the Will can make a choice since the 
whole point is that the Will already knows how to blind the intellect to some of the rele- 
vant outcomes. Of course, Schopenhauer’s ultimate goal is not only to account for every- 
day actions, but also to account for those intellects which are in fact to some degree inde- 
pendent from the Will and hence free to seek truth according to their own truth-seeking 
nature—the geniuses, whose intellects are so powerful that they have extra capacity to 
reflect on the world (WWR1, 36; PP2, 50) or the ascetics who act against the interests of 
the Will (PP2, 337). In such cases, the relevant behavior is no longer such that it can be 
ascribed to nature’s (the Will’s) interests. 


Nietzsche’s criticisms of Schopenhauer’s model fall into at least two distinct camps, the 
first of which is more pronounced in his middle period, the second in his later writings 
(that is, from about 1886 onward). In the middle period, Nietzsche typically rejects the 
model of a single, underlying natural “goal” for humans, such as the one set out by 
Schopenhauer’s Will. Instead, we are best understood as a cluster of drives or instincts 
which fight it out between them at a nonconscious level to determine our actions and, to 
some extent, our thoughts about those actions. By analogy, it is as though Schopenhauer 
is monotheistic and Nietzsche (in this middle period) is polytheistic. For Schopenhauer, 
there is only one Will/drive/“god” that ultimately governs us, and all actions (aside from 
those of geniuses, ascetics, and so on) can be traced to the aims of this deity. For Niet- 
zsche, on the other hand, there are many drives/“gods” that govern us, and each has its 
own agenda, so an action cannot necessarily be neatly ascribed to any particular one.?* It 
is in this context that some of the remarks about pity can be better understood. For 
Schopenhauer, it is natural to be egoistic, and genuine acts of compassion, which are not 
egoistic—rare though they are—therefore operate against the principle of individuation 
which underlies nature.”° Nietzsche can argue not only that apparently compassionate 
acts are not compassionate, but also that there can be, for example, a drive for pity (D, 
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§115), so that pitying is satisfying the “egoism,” as it were, of one part of me even as it 
frustrates the desires of some other part. He can say, therefore, that all actions are egois- 
tic (in this subpersonal sense) while also saying that actions which satisfy the pity drive 
are also generally harmful. The drive-cluster model is sometimes explicitly opposed to 
Schopenhauer’s account of the fixity of character (D, §560), a point about which Niet- 
zsche appears to think Schopenhauer is empirically mistaken. 


In the later works, a different strand of criticism becomes prominent. By this point, Niet- 
zsche generally reverts to a “monotheistic” model, according to which one drive or will— 
notably the “will to power,” but he will also speak of “nature” or a personified “Life” —is 
the single driving force in the organic and sometimes even in the non-organic world. Now 
the main challenge to Schopenhauer changes and focuses on Schopenhauer’s model of 
ascetic life-denial: Schopenhauer, Nietzsche now argues, was naive to imagine ©. 487) 
that there was a realm of human action, aesthetic or ascetic, in which the Will does not 
operate. Instead, from a theoretical point of view, it is more likely that those activities 
which look like they run counter to the interests of “nature” are in fact nature’s way of 
getting what it wants, albeit under peculiar circumstances. We can conceive of this as an 
abductive argument: for Schopenhauer, a great many actions which appear to have noth- 
ing to do with the Will are in fact Will-driven, but there are one or two mysterious behav- 
iors which really do have nothing to do with the Will. Nietzsche’s counter is that, accord- 
ing to the simplest or best explanation, these supposedly Will-free actions are, in fact, 
Will-governed like the rest. This is the overall argument of the third essay of Nietzsche’s 
On the Genealogy of Morality: in ascetic behavior, we are willing nothingness (the Will 
chooses asceticism for its own reasons) and not, as Schopenhauer has it, not willing (i.e., 
genuinely free from the Will). We return to this point when we consider the topic of “life” 
later. 


27.3 History 


As we Saw from the discussion of pity, Nietzsche appeals to historical explanations in or- 
der to show that Schopenhauer has failed to appreciate the context or significance of 
some concept. The role of history is generally an important focus for the Schopenhauer- 
Nietzsche relation. Schopenhauer, recall, treated philosophy as exclusively suprahistori- 
cal: it did not deal with concepts or questions which changed over time (SW3 [WWR2], 
ch. 38). To hold to such a conception of philosophy, of course, one has to hold a corre- 
sponding view about the world itself: namely, that its most significant features are con- 
stant across the ages. Schopenhauer holds this to an extreme which marks him out both 
against Kant and Hegel before him and against Nietzsche, after. There is no progress at 
all, to speak of, and any one historical era is indistinguishable from any other in the cen- 
tral and significant facts of human life: “in truth, the essence of human life, as of nature 
everywhere, exists complete in every present time, and therefore requires only depth of 
comprehension in order to be exhaustively known” (WWR2)p), 441). 
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Nietzsche identifies this feature of Schopenhauer’s philosophy early on—that is, while 
still in his “Schopenhauerian” phase—and he rightly connects it with Schopenhauer’s ad- 
vocacy of life-denying resignation. It is a species of what Nietzsche calls the “suprahistor- 
ical vantage point,” according to which “the world is complete and reaches its finality at 
every moment,” hence containing “a significance which is always the same.”*° A conse- 
quence of this view is that there is no special value to studying history as such: the Per- 
sian wars have nothing of importance to tell us that is different from what the Punic wars 
can tell us. Insofar as history is the study of that which is not constant over time, for ex- 
ample of the difference between the Persian and the Punic wars, it is therefore necessari- 
ly a study of what is insignificant. But a further consequence is that there is no room for 
genuine improvement or change in the course of human history, hence no room for the 
sorts of actions or discoveries which could, say, improve the human race. Medical ©. 488) 
advances, for example, might enable us to live longer, but they will not enable us to live 
better or more happily. 


In fact, one can distinguish two Schopenhauerian thoughts here. First, that the funda- 
mental human situation does not differ significantly across space and time. Second, that 
there is therefore no point in studying different eras. Given that Nietzsche’s first book, 
The Birth of Tragedy, is itself a kind of history, it should be clear that Nietzsche could 
never wholeheartedly agree. Roughly speaking, Nietzsche’s earlier writings agree with 
the first claim, but disagree with the second. Precisely because the human condition— 
roughly, the pessimistic scenario painted by Schopenhauer—remains constant, different 
societies can offer different lessons in how to cope with it. The tragic Greeks faced the 
same problem, but they faced it tragically, not in the scientific way that we moderns do, 
at least until the crucial historical intervention of Schopenhauer himself. It is not clear 
that such a revision would concern Schopenhauer greatly since he himself would admit, 
after all, that (for example) Jewish, Christian, and various Eastern cultures behaved dif- 
ferently in the face of the sufferings of the world and that some responses (especially 
Eastern, also Christian) are better than others (Jewish). As long as the first claim holds, 
Schopenhauer has what he needs—that is, as long as the different ways of coping with 
the fundamental situation do not, as it were, amount to fundamental differences in the sit- 
uation itself. In the meditation which discusses Schopenhauer’s suprahistoricism, Niet- 
zsche is not contesting that first claim: indeed, the suggestion of the essay, if anything, is 
that a version of the suprahistorical vantage point is justified. But he nonetheless sets 
suprahistoricism aside because he is interested in using history or, perhaps better, the 
fact of our having a history, as a means to an end, namely “in the service of life.” It can be 
helpful for “life” if we treat different historical periods as differing in significant ways 
from one another, even if the underlying condition of human beings remains the same. We 
take up the theme of “life” under that heading later. 


But right at the opening of his middle period—just after the so-called break with Schopen- 
hauer—Nietzsche begins to praise history and to advocate “historical philosophy,” which 
contrasts with the common failing of philosophers: namely, to treat man as he is now as 
the blueprint for man as he has always been.” Here we begin to see the first claim chal- 
lenged: namely, that human beings face the same fundamental conditions over time. What 
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appear to be our timeless “instincts” might just be recent developments to deal with re- 
cent problems, and the philosopher who treated current idiosyncrasies as eternal and 
fundamental would not see the wood for the trees. 


An important dimension of our understanding of Nietzsche’s response to Schopenhauer 
rests on how we interpret this “historical philosophy,” especially with regards to what 
happened next. In his later writings, notably in GM and A, Nietzsche developed histories 
of morality which look to place him in a completely different tradition from Schopen- 
hauer, who could hardly conceive of himself as doing history at all. On a prominent line of 
interpretation, historical philosophy (of the kind Nietzsche ultimately practices and advo- 
cates) presents our major concepts and values as more or less completely open to change 
and reinterpretation over time.2® Where Schopenhauer, recalling Plato, advocates the 
philosophical study of “being” (that which is always the same) over @. 489) 

“becoming” (that which changes) (SW3 [WWR2], ch. 38), Nietzsche turns the tables: be- 
coming should be the object of study, whereas being is treated with the utmost 
suspicion.?9 What look like eternal values—compassion or selflessness—will turn out to be 
historically contingent, and the reasons we adhere to those values will turn out to be acci- 
dents of cultural history or psychology rather than any insight into the nature of the good. 
Their meaning will best be set out by giving a well-informed historical account of how 
they came to be what they are. In the Genealogy, for example, Christianity arises out of a 
set of (purportedly) historical contingencies which provide local solutions to local prob- 
lems: that loans can be paid off with the pain of the debtor (which Nietzsche relates to 
the phenomenon of conscience) or that Indo-European grammar makes it easy to imagine 
a subject that exists apart from an action (which he relates to free will). In The Anti- 
Christ, Nietzsche describes the origins of the idea of a universally binding morality ina 
response, among ancient Israelites, to military defeat (AC, §§24-26). The consequence of 
such an analysis (on this line of interpretation) is that we do not have one clear, consis- 
tent set of moral values, but rather an internally variegated and ever-shifting cluster of 
different interests and traditions which, as it happens, can never be made into a coherent 
whole. 


If we accept such a story about the origins and current nature of conscience, or free will, 
or the supposed universality of moral values, or even if we come to think that some such 
story is the most plausible, then we have moved far away from Schopenhauer. Whether or 
not this is the best reading of Nietzsche—and we will find reasons, later, to doubt that it 
is—the legacy of reading him in this way has taken his influence far beyond any localized 
response to Schopenhauer, whose writings show little appreciation even of the possibility 
of historical philosophy of this kind. Here is a Nietzsche who is not merely responding to 
Schopenhauer, but one who presents a completely different philosophical paradigm, 
namely, one in which we look towards history to find the shifting meaning and signifi- 
cance of human values and institutions. This Nietzsche looks ahead to Max Weber or 
Michel Foucault, not backward to Arthur Schopenhauer. 
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27.4 “Life” 


One of Nietzsche’s charges against pity, as we saw, was that it is in some sense damaging 
to “Life.” Indeed, it is philosophy’s relation to “Life”—here best understood as a personi- 
fied force akin to “the Will” or “Nature”—which marks Nietzsche’s most significant form 
of dependence on and, in the context of that dependence, departure from Schopenhauer. 
It will help, to begin with, to recall Schopenhauer’s conception of the affirmation and 
negation of life. As we have seen, the Will operates through us to make us behave in cer- 
tain ways. Most people behave in accordance with the Will, while some people are able to 
frustrate its (blind) intentions. The terms “affirmation” and “negation” refer to behavior 
which either accords or does not accord with what the Will wants: hence, it can be help- 
ful to think of affirmation not as saying “yes” to life (that is, not as holding some ©. 490) 
conscious belief to the effect that life is good or valuable), but rather as saying “Yes, 
Ma’am!” or “Affirmative!” to life’s (the Will’s) orders. To negate life, similarly, is to say 
“No, Ma’am!” or “I cannot comply!” Once understood in this way, we see that affirmation 
and negation are not judgments about whether or not the world is good: they are ways of 
behaving, from which we can see whether the individual in question is doing Life’s bid- 
ding, typically in terms of survival and reproduction. Simply put, Nietzsche’s writings 
never advocate denial as such, and even the early writings place him more on the affirma- 
tive side. 


We can see this in The Birth of Tragedy. For Schopenhauer, the best tragedy effectively 
encodes the message that, unavoidably, it would be better not to exist. Correspondingly, 
the aesthetic experience which accompanies the best tragedies is, in a sense, a partial 
simulation of what it would be like not to exist, or at least what it would be like not to 
have the Will governing one’s behavior (which is characteristic of all existence in the 
world as representation). On Nietzsche’s early reworking, the best tragedy—which for 
him, unlike Schopenhauer, is Greek—indeed encodes a pessimistic message of sorts. But 
its doing so is a strategy on the part of “Life,” which saves the participants from Schopen- 
hauerian resignation: “art saves [the Greek participant], and through art Life saves him— 
for itself.”°° Notice that, already, Nietzsche implicitly invokes the abductive argument 
mentioned earlier: rather than tragedy detaching us from Life (or the Will), tragedy is 
Life’s strategy for controlling us. From an orthodox Schopenhauerian point of view, there 
is no particular reason why it is good to be encouraged to go on living. Nor is it precisely 
clear what reason Nietzsche himself has in mind at this stage. The most obvious one, 
however, is that certain kinds of artistic experience, such as tragedy, far from being disin- 
terested, allow us to participate in the Will’s pleasurable release in the creation of the 
world—a participation which Schopenhauer could not have allowed. Whatever else may 
have changed in the meantime, note that Nietzsche is still praising a similar function of 
art in The Gay Science, a work of the middle period: there, art is not a means of insight 
into the most terrible features of existence, but rather a means of coming to terms with 
those features, indeed of seeing them as good (GS, §107). Because art is (Nietzsche 
claims) a kind of valuable untruth, it sanctifies other kinds of error which we know we un- 
avoidably make and which would otherwise be sources of shame. Similarly, as we saw, 
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Nietzsche’s early history essay admits that Schopenhauer may in some sense be right in 
his suprahistorical stance toward mankind, but the essay simultaneously rejects that 
stance, in spite of its likely validity, in favor of those approaches to the past which serve 
“Life.” Even when Nietzsche looks at his most pessimistic, then, he looks set on avoiding 
ascetic denial of life. 


In the middle period, when Nietzsche starts to deny that the question of the value of life 
has any validity at all—that is, the central question in the Pessimismusstreit—he still 
advocates the affirmation of life, now understood as some kind of attitude of approval to- 
ward all of the interconnected events of the past. The corresponding thought of welcom- 
ing the eternal return of one’s life, which Nietzsche in some way intends to place at the 
center of his affirmative outlook, may well have its roots in Schopenhauer, for whom the 
affirmer of life implicitly, though not explicitly, makes the judgment that every ©. 491) as- 
pect of life is good and longs for its eternal repetition (WWR1, §54). Finally, when—as we 
have seen—Nietzsche returns to a more Schopenhauerian model in his later writings, ac- 
cording to which a “Will” (to power) operates through all things, he effectively argues 
that we should aid this Will (or Nature, or Life) in the aims that it sets through us. This is 
more or less the definition of the affirmation of life in Schopenhauer. 


Indeed, looking back over our various discussions of Nietzsche’s responses to Schopen- 
hauer, it is striking that a differing attitude toward “Life” in this sense may be said to be 
in the foreground of each of them. Compassion is valuable for Schopenhauer, in part be- 
cause it moves us away from life’s interests; pity is problematic for Nietzsche for precise- 
ly the same reason. History is helpful in showing us that nothing of any significance ever 
really changes, hence there can be no meaningful progress within life (Schopenhauer); or, 
in Nietzsche’s second Untimely Meditation, it is helpful, precisely because, when done 
right, it is a spur to carry on living. Apparently ascetic behavior is good because it is a de- 
nial of life (Schopenhauer); or, it is life-driven and therefore a peculiar and troubling but 
highly interesting example of how life pursues its own interests (the later Nietzsche). 


This later return to a version of the Schopenhauerian “Will” places significant limits on 
the extent of Nietzsche’s historicism, discussed earlier. First, the “nature” or “Life” of 
Nietzsche’s later writings also operates in all people at all times and is not fundamentally 
subject to historical change as such. Second, this unchanging force provides the ultimate 
criterion for whether or not Nietzsche approves of some behavior or set of values. Niet- 
zsche, that is, tends to advocate for “natural” behavior, as he understands it.*! 


Consequently, although different historical eras have different systems of values, and al- 
though these values develop by means of local solutions to local problems, the overriding 
criterion of evaluation for these value systems themselves is, even in the later Nietzsche, 
whether or not they are “natural” or “Life-promoting.” This places Nietzsche right back in 
the Schopenhauerian fold, albeit as his direct opponent: for Schopenhauer, the natural is 
a guide to what is bad (PP2, 156a), whereas for Nietzsche, real and good values are natur- 
al values (TI “Morality as Anti-Nature”). There are clearly similarities in what they take to 
be “natural”: notably egoistic actions aimed at increasing the power of the individual at 
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the expense of others (PP2, 171), and reproductive sexuality, even if Nietzsche ultimately 
sees the operating force as a form of power-seeking or exploitation rather than of the 
Will’s need to feed on itself. Nietzsche tends to view the dominance of Christian morality, 
which, like Schopenhauer, he reads as fundamentally ascetic and life-denying, as a tempo- 
rary, anti-natural form of evaluation that will (with Nietzsche’s help) be flipped back to a 
natural one after a Judeo-Christian hiatus. This “flipping back” is the central notion of the 
“revaluation of values” in Nietzsche’s later writings. 


I said at the start that Nietzsche is best seen as maneuvering within a framework that 
was established by Schopenhauer. His advocacy of the affirmation of life is the most im- 
portant feature of his intellectual indebtedness. But what of his argument against 
Schopenhauer? We saw the outlines of this argument when we looked at his later objec- 
tion to Schopenhauerian psychology: Nietzsche wants to say that there is no area of ac- 
tion .492) that remains insulated from nature’s goals; hence, even apparently anti-nat- 
ural activity is really nature’s way of promoting itself. While this has some plausibility as 
an argument against Schopenhauer, who ultimately treated ascetic freedom from the will 
as a kind of mystery, the way that Nietzsche develops his argument leaves him vulnerable 
to Schopenhauerian counters. Effectively, Nietzsche tells the Schopenhauerian that she is 
always already doing what Life wants and therefore that, since resistance is useless, she 
might as well do what nature tells her to do. The problem with this line of attack is that it 
is unclear how resistance is possible, given that the premise of the argument is that Life 
is always acting through you to achieve its goals. And if resistance is possible—that is to 
say, if one can act in such a way that Life’s goals are frustrated—then there is no particu- 
lar reason why resistance is bad. Hence, with respect to pity, for example, we are left with 
two unsatisfying options. We can either agree with Nietzsche that taking pity on others is 
what “Life wants” through us; but in that case Nietzsche is rendered toothless because 
his criticism was supposed to be that pity is bad because it frustrates Life’s interests. Or 
we can agree with Nietzsche (as a reader with modern sensibilities probably would not) 
that compassionate acts preserve beings that Life would prefer to get rid of; but then we 
don’t have a good account of why we should behave as Life prefers. Schopenhauer thinks, 
of course, that behaving as Life prefers ultimately makes us miserable and that we are 
better off resisting, even though he does not think that his arguments to that effect will 
actually persuade many people. Nietzsche sometimes says the opposite: namely, that do- 
ing as Life instructs us feels better or is more pleasurable (AC, §11). But, generally, he re- 
sists this claim for the sorts of reasons we saw raised against pity in the pleasure/pain 
disagreement: namely, that pleasure and pain are not separable and therefore that desir- 
ing more pleasure and less pain is in some sense contradictory while desiring the absence 
of pain is code for desiring the absence, altogether, of life. 


27.5 Conclusion: Style and Doctrine 


As these remarks have tried to illustrate, Nietzsche’s specific responses to Schopenhauer 
on the issues we have examined may best be understood, in general, as bedrock disagree- 
ments: Are there truly compassionate actions? Would we be better off without pain? What 
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(if anything) does “Life” or nature or the Will want from us, and ought we to do what it 
wants? It does not much matter whether we say that Nietzsche is fundamentally opposed 
to Schopenhauer on these questions or whether we say that Nietzsche is fundamentally 
Schopenhauerian, precisely because he holds that these questions, within their Schopen- 
hauerian framework, are central to philosophical enquiry. What matters is to see that 
both are true at once. 


Are there no truly significant Nietzschean departures from Schopenhauer, as opposed to 
maneuvers within a Schopenhauerian framework? One candidate is Nietzsche’s “histori- 
cal philosophy,” discussed earlier. But another candidate is the one that strikes @. 493) 
the new reader most forcefully and which can nonetheless disappear from the scholarly 
literature: it is the question of style and philosophical method. Schopenhauer is relent- 
lessly systematic, and his insistence on his philosophy as a “single thought” marks him 
out in stark contrast to Nietzsche’s more playful and less systematic approach. That much 
is clear. But a real break with Schopenhauer would occur if Nietzsche’s new style indicat- 
ed, or was the product of, a different attitude toward the very activity of philosophy. Ac- 
cording to such an attitude, Nietzsche would not see himself, or see philosophy practiced 
correctly, as ultimately being in the business of clearly setting out and arguing for the 
doctrines of his that we have considered, such as the will to power. 


A direct comparison may be found on the issue of “masked” style. Schopenhauer writes 
frequently about this (see PP2, ch. 23, “On Authorship and Style”), by which he tends to 
mean anonymity, imitating others, or the use of obscurity or mannerisms to disguise a 
lack of intelligence. In a similar vein, he attacks the use of expressing oneself cryptically. 
Essentially, Schopenhauer’s remarks on the mask boil down to the claim that one should 
clearly state what one thinks and own up to stating it. Consequently, any philosopher who 
could write, of one of his own works, that “a book such as this is not for reading straight 
through or reading aloud but for flipping open” (D, §454, translation altered), might be 
thought to be doing something thoroughly non-Schopenhauerian insofar as it suggests 
that different readers ought to be confronted with different thoughts. Similarly, any 
philosopher who could be found implicitly praising obscurity or recommending a 
“masked” philosophy, according to which one courts misunderstanding and appears to be 
what one is not (BGE 25°) should stand out against Schopenhauer. Such features of 
Nietzsche’s writing, together, perhaps, with his apparent willingness to contradict himself 
and (prima facie) the high degree of skepticism he expresses about the concept of truth 
and our access to it, have undoubtedly led to a tradition of reading him as though the real 
value of his philosophy, even by his lights, lies not in specific doctrines, but somewhere 
else. This might be in a kind of free-spirited, experimental attitude to knowledge and en- 
quiry or in the individual’s project of self-creation and development, in which “taking on” 
or “entertaining” Schopenhauerian and anti-Schopenhauerian philosophical stances plays 
a part, but for which the ultimate goal does not lie in convincing the reader of the truth of 
any one of them. The point is not that such ways of reading Nietzsche are justified or un- 
justified. It is, rather, that the Nietzsche they present us with really does seem a world 
away from The World as Will and Representation: he is not in the same game. If we reject 
such readings of Nietzsche in favor of a focus on reconstructing his doctrines and theo- 
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ries, we will always find Schopenhauer lurking in there somewhere, and, as I have argued 
here in relation to at least some philosophical domains, there is no special reason to think 
that Nietzsche’s alternatives are superior. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter traces the evolution of Wagner’s engagement with Schopenhauer’s philoso- 
phy from the 1850s through 1883. It considers Wagner’s three Schopenhauerian operas 
in relation to the composer’s contemporary writings, suggesting that both music and 
prose were vehicles through which he sought to extend and correct what he perceived as 
shortcomings in Schopenhauer’s work. In Tristan und Isolde and related correspondence, 
Wagner identified a pathway to redemption from suffering born of Schopenhauerian will, 
attainable through the experience of erotic love. In Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg and 
the essay “Beethoven,” Wagner elaborated Schopenhauer’s theory of dreams to account 
for the origins of artistic creativity. In Parsifal and a series of essays appended to “Reli- 
gion and Art,” Wagner extended Schopenhauer’s notion of compassion to include all liv- 
ing beings, identifying vegetarianism as one of its principal tenets and the Eucharist as 
its cardinal expression in ritual. 


Keywords: art, compassion, creativity, love, metaphysics, music, opera, religion, Schopenhauer, vegetarianism, 
Wagner 


“T have now become exclusively preoccupied with a man who—albeit only in literary form 
—has entered my lonely life like a gift from heaven. It is Arthur Schopenhauer, the great- 
est philosopher since Kant.”! With these words, penned in a letter to the composer Franz 
Liszt in December 1854, Richard Wagner revealed his newfound philosophical obsession, 
describing the origins of a discovery that would transform his work and life. Over the next 
few years, he would recount his ever-deepening engagement with Schopenhauerian theo- 
ry to nearly everyone with whom he felt close. Thanks to the philosopher, he confided in 
May 1855 to a friend who had helped him flee Dresden for Salzburg, “I am suddenly per- 
mitted an insight into the essence of life itself in all its undivided coherency.”? By June, he 
seemed to have adopted Schopenhauer’s metaphysics as his own. “It is like this,” he 
wrote to Liszt, and proceeded to expound a theory of will with no reference to the 
philosopher’s name; “man (like any other animal) is a will to live.”? By August 1856, he 
had taken to reinterpreting his own earlier works—going back to The Flying Dutchman, 
which premiered in 1843, more than a decade before he had read the philosopher—as in- 
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tuitive reflections on Schopenhauerian principles. The Dutchman’s journey, he told a con- 
ductor-friend, reflects “the high tragedy of renunciation, the well-motivated, ultimately in- 
evitable and uniquely redeeming denial of the will.”* Four years later, in a letter to the po- 
et (and his hoped-for lover) Mathilde Wesendonck, Wagner remarked that Schopenhauer 
“shows me to myself, and at the same time shows me the entire world!”° 


Anyone with even a passing knowledge of Wagner’s work will know his operas (or music 
dramas, as he called them) composed after reading Schopenhauer bear the mark of the 
philosopher’s thought. Wagner’s debt in this respect was vividly memorialized by the 
painter Wilhelm Beckmann with a scene from inside Wagner’s Bayreuth home: the com- 
poser stands, facing his piano, a portrait of Schopenhauer hanging overhead (Figure 
29.1).© .518) Far more rarely have we acknowledged that Wagner’s engagement with 
Schopenhauer’s work, which was nearly constant between 1854 and his death in 1883, 
was hardly that of an uncritical follower. 


Figure 29.1 Richard Wagner in seinem Heim Wahn- 
fried (Richard Wagner in his home, Wahnfried); |. to 
r.: Cosima and Richard Wagner, Franz Liszt, Hans 
von Wolzogen. Wood engraving, c. 1890, after a 
painting, 1880, by Wilhelm Beckmann (1852-1942). 


Photo: akg-images. 


In fact, every one of his music dramas newly conceived after his discovery of Schopen- 
hauer—Tristan und Isolde, Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg, and Parsifal—reveals the 
composer to have been a highly original and deeply creative interpreter of the 
philosopher’s theses. In one instance, he even claimed to have made an emendation or 
“correction” (Berichtigung) to a fundamental aspect of Schopenhauerian theory.’ 
Although Wagner often disparaged or denied his own credentials as a philosopher, his en- 
gagement with Schopenhauer was fundamentally philosophical, touching on topics rang- 
ing from love and the erotic to aesthetics, ethics, and redemption or salvation. His letters 
to friends and his published essays document his philosophical explorations, but his prin- 
cipal vehicles for working out his positions were always his music dramas—their texts or 
libretti. These he penned himself, as well as their musical scores, where he turned to the 
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medium of sound to convey the ideas that helped him find creative and personal bearings 
during the most productive years of his life. 


os) 29.1 Tristan und Isolde 


When Wagner outlined his “correction” to Schopenhauer’s statements on the metaphysics 
of sexual love, in a diary entry of December 1858, he was deep into work on the score of 
Tristan und Isolde, the libretto of which he had already completed in September of the 
previous year.® In fact, his idea of composing a music drama on the courtly romance of 
the twelfth-century writer Gottfried von Strassburg had, since the start, gone hand in 
hand with his discovery of Schopenhauer, as he revealed in his letter to Liszt cited at the 
start of this chapter. While in the thick of composing the score for his vaunted tetralogy 
Der Ring des Nibelungen, Wagner experienced a fundamental shift in his thinking upon 
first reading the philosopher’s work. That shift, in turn, left him increasingly uninterested 
in the project that had occupied him since 1848. He found his imagination wandering 
from the heroes, gods, and politics of the Ring and toward a topic with which Schopen- 
hauer himself was deeply concerned: erotic love. (Wagner’s burgeoning affection for We- 
sendonck doubtlessly contributed to his turn as well.) “I expect that I must still complete 
the Nibelung pieces,” he confided to Liszt, “But since I have never in my life enjoyed the 
true happiness of love, I intend to erect a further monument to this most beautiful of 
dreams, a monument in which this love will be properly sated from beginning to end: I 
have planned in my head a Tristan and Isolde.”? 


What Wagner sought to “correct” was chapter 44 of volume 2 of The World as Will and 
Representation. There, Schopenhauer argued that romantic or erotic love is merely a dri- 
ve toward procreation, with the animating goal of sustaining the vitality of the species. 
“The ultimate aim of all love-affairs,” Schopenhauer wrote, “is nothing less than the com- 
position of the next generation.” What individual men and woman feel for each other 
—“the pathetic and sublime elements of love-affairs,” as he described it, “the transcen- 
dent element of their ecstasies and pains”—is in fact no more than an “instinctive delu- 
sion.” It is the emotional experience of the workings of will within the individual, “the will 
of the species” blindly seeking its own propagation. “That which makes itself known to 
the individual consciousness as sexual impulse in general,” Schopenhauer wrote, “and 
without direction to a definite individual of the other sex, is in itself, and apart from the 
phenomenon, simply the will-to-live” (WWRjpj, 534-35; 557). He concluded: “the passion 
of being in love really turns on what is to be produced” (WWR2)p), 537)—namely, offspring, 
members of the next generation, through whom the species assures its survival into the 
future. 


For a figure as preternaturally obsessed with romantic love and the erotic as Wagner, it is 
unsurprising that Schopenhauer’s words would strike him as fundamentally wrong. 
Recording in his diary that he had “slowly been reading through friend Schopenhauer’s 
principal work once again” in December 1858, he was inspired to hazard an “expansion 
and, on some points, even a correction of his system.” Namely, Wagner sought “to de- 
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scribe a path to salvation [Heilsweg] that no philosopher has recognized (particularly not 
Schopenhauer): a path to the complete quieting [Beruhigung] of the will through ©. 520) 
love, and not through some abstract love of humankind but through actual love, which 
springs from the ground of sexual love [Geschlechtsliebe], i.e., the affection between man 
and woman.”!° Some three years earlier, in another letter to Liszt, Wagner glimpsed the 
possibility of “permanent freedom from ... shameful servitude” to the will, open to some- 
one who had somehow attained “a total end to individual consciousness.” As models, he 
looked to Brahma and the Buddha, each of whom had “transform[ed] himself into the 
world ... by taking upon himself the immense sufferings of the world.”!! This seems to 
have been along the lines of what Wagner had in mind in December 1858, when he 
claimed to have found “the possibility of rising, in love, above the striving of individual 
will.” He sensed the possibility of merging one’s will (or consciousness) with another’s 
and thus of taking one’s sufferings upon oneself, of transforming oneself into another. In 
such an act, Wagner wrote, “the will of the species [Gattungs-Wille] comes to full con- 
sciousness, which at that point is necessarily synonymous with its complete stilling.” !2 


What Wagner meant in his diary is sketchy. But a similar vision of redemption from suffer- 
ing, attained through the experience of sexual love, is enacted dramatically in the second 
act of Tristan. The second scene of that act stages an extended dialogue between the two 
eponymous lovers who recognize the possibility of escape from their tormented lives in 
the metaphysical merging of their individual beings through the experience of their love. 


Both sing together: 


O sink hernieder, Descend, 

Nacht der Liebe, oh night of love, 
gib Vergessen, grant oblivion 
dass ich lebe; so that I may live. 
nimm mich auf Take me up 

in deinen Schoss, into your womb, 
lose von release me 

der Welt mich los! from the world! 


As the dialogue unfolds, Tristan imagines freedom from the suffering born of willing—an 
existence, as he sings, “opposed to deceitful delusion.” Together, the lovers pick up this 
thread, echoing Wagner’s words to Liszt on the Buddha “transforming himself into the 


world”: 
selbst dann then I myself 
bin ich die Welt: am the world: 
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Wonne-hehrstes Weben, a weaving of the most sublime bliss, 
Liebe-heiligstes Leben, a living of the most sacred love. 
Niewiedererwachens Never again to wake: 

wahnlos an undeluded, 

hold bewusster Wunsch. conscious wish. 


(p. 521) At the end, the two characters identify directly their path to redemption from suf- 
fering: each losing him- or herself in the other, merging their metaphysical beings 
through their experience of romantic love and, in that way, quieting the will and its tor- 
ments within. 


So starben wir, So we might die, 

um ungetrennt, so that together, 

ewig einig eternally one, 

ohne End’, without end, 

ohn’ Erwachen, without waking, 

ohn’ Erbangen, without fearing, 

namenlos nameless, 

in Lieb’ umfangen, enfolded in love, 

ganz uns selbst gegeben, given wholly to each other, 
der Liebe nur zu leben! we may live only for love. 


After giving voice to their vision of redemption, the pair is discovered in illicit embrace 
and Tristan is mortally wounded. He dies at the end of Act 3, which concludes with 
Isolde’s famous, aria-like Liebestod or “death-in-love,” in which she hears echoes of Tris- 
tan having transcended the illusions and metaphysical confines of the living world. At the 
end, she collapses onto Tristan’s body, joining him in death, merging her being with his. 


The impact of Wagner’s encounter with Schopenhauer upon the gestation of Tristan was 
not limited to its libretto. Traces of Schopenhauerian theory can also be detected in as- 
pects of its score. First, we might look to Schopenhauer’s remarks on musical structure in 
Volume 2 of The World as Will and Representation. There, the philosopher writes of 
melodic motion in tonal music, which consists of a continual series of transitions of conso- 
nance into dissonance, and back into consonance, over a shifting harmonic foundation. 
That process, Schopenhauer wrote, is, “metaphysically considered, the copy of the origi- 
nation of new desires, and then of their satisfaction.” Schopenhauer also described the 
contrapuntal device of the suspension—a delayed resolution of melodic dissonance into 
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consonance—as “clearly an analogue of the satisfaction of the will which is enhanced 
through delay” (WWR2/p}, 455-56). Summing up, he wrote the following of melodic mo- 
tion in general: “we like to hear in its language the secret history of our will and of all its 
stirrings and strivings with their many different delays, postponements, hindrances, and 
afflictions, even in the most sorrowful melodies” (WWR2)/p;, 451). As many commentators 
on its score have noted, Tristan und Isolde can seem at times to be a five-hour-long sound- 
ing of postponed resolution, of delayed satisfaction. The second note of the score (in the 
prelude) is already a suspension: the pitch F in the key of A minor (only implied at that 
point), hovering in the air, leaving its listeners guessing. And, the very first chord heard 
in the work is neither major nor minor but the now-famous “Tristan” chord, a collection of 
four pitches sounding together in dissonance, as if longing for some uncertain resolution. 


(p. 522) His psychologizing interpretations aside, however, Schopenhauer’s remarks on 
melodic motion had been commonplace among musicians for a century before he wrote 
his book. Far more important with respect to Tristan is the priority assigned by Schopen- 
hauerian theory to music itself among the arts. As recently as 1851, Wagner had lambast- 
ed the entire genre of opera for having assigned a privileged role to music among its con- 
stituent arts—poetry, acting, and set design among them. “A means of expression (music) 
was made the end,” Wagner wrote disparagingly of opera, “while the end of expression 
(the drama) was made a means.”!* In The World as Will and Representation, however, 
Schopenhauer claimed a position nearly the opposite of Wagner’s. He argued that while 
the other arts are merely representational, “music is as immediate an objectification and 
copy of the whole will as the world itself is. ... Therefore music is by no means like the 
other arts, namely, a copy of the Ideas, but a copy of the will itself’ (WWR1,pj, 257). More- 
over, whereas Wagner had proposed that every note in an operatic score must be justified 
as inherently necessary to the unfolding of the drama, Schopenhauer held that “the 
words are and remain for the music a foreign extra of secondary value, as the effect of 
the tones is incomparably more powerful” (WWR2)p), 448). He continued: “If [words] are 
incorporated in the music, therefore, they must of course occupy only an entirely subordi- 
nate position, and adapt themselves completely to it” (WWR2)/p), 448). 


Shortly after reading Schopenhauer, Wagner’s views on music in relation to the con- 
stituent arts in his music dramas also began to change. In an essay of February 1857 enti- 
tled “On Franz Liszt’s Symphonic Poems,” he made no mention of Schopenhauer. But his 
remarks on music’s necessary primacy, in any context where it is paired with prose ora 
poetic text (whether in opera, music drama, or Liszt’s programmatic works), echo closely 
those of Schopenhauer, and they mark a decisive turn from the aesthetic position he had 
boldly proclaimed just a few years before. “Listen now to what I believe,” he wrote in his 
essay on Liszt. “Music can never, and in no alliance into which it might enter, cease to be 
the highest, redeeming art. Its nature is such that what all other arts can only hint at at- 
tains in music the most indubitable certainty, becomes the most immediate truth.” !4 


This, for some, gets to the heart of Schopenhauer’s influence on Wagner as manifested in 
Tristan. In Das Rheingold and Die Walkure, the two music dramas he had completed be- 
fore discovering the philosopher’s work, Wagner had made use of signifying musical mo- 
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tives (Leitmotiven) to help illuminate or support the unfolding of the dramatic action. 
When the Rhine gold was mentioned by a character onstage, the gold motive was played 
in the orchestra. In sharp contrast to this, for long stretches of Tristan, including the 
Schopenhauerian dialogue of Act 2, the music is the drama. It is the principal—even the 
only—site at which dramatic action takes place. As Bryan Magee aptly notes of Tristan, 
“There can be no question here in anyone’s mind of the various arts being brought to- 
gether on an equal footing. Stage action? For long periods there is scarcely any. Words? 
Many are repeated cries of distress, the longing, aching, yearning that are being even 
more piercingly and agonizingly expressed in the orchestra.” Also in contrast to 
Wagner’s earlier works, the drama unfolded in Tristan und Isolde is chiefly an inner 
drama, a drama not of monumental thefts, heroic acts, or godly deceptions, but of ©. 523) 
love and will and longing and metaphysical salvation. For Schopenhauer, music was a 
sounding reflection of the will itself, the essence of the world. Under the spell of the 
philosopher, Wagner elevated music to a privileged role in his music dramas. On the topic 
of love, however, he refused to yield. 


29.2 Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg 


Schopenhauer’s influence on Wagner’s next music drama, Die Meistersinger von Nurn- 
berg, is also widely noted—especially in the famous Wahn monologue of Hans Sachs, 
where the Meistersinger decries the “madness” of the day while reiterating 
Schopenhauer’s distinction between a world of appearances and reality.!© But the pres- 
ence of Schopenhauerian theory in Die Meistersinger is more pervasive than this, and it 
gets to the heart of Wagner’s central concern in the music drama as a whole: the nature 
of musical creativity. To understand this requires working through Schopenhauer’s “Es- 
say on Spirit-Seeing” of 1850, alongside Wagner’s essay “Beethoven,” written twenty 
years later. Once more, we find that Wagner was not only a reader of Schopenhauerian 
theory but an original and highly creative interpreter of it. And here again, the libretto 
and the score of a music drama—Die Meistersinger—provided the principal vehicle for 
elaborating his views. 


Wagner’s interest in Schopenhauer’s “Essay on Spirit-Seeing” lay in the philosopher’s 
statements on dreaming. Dreams, Schopenhauer began in unsurprising fashion, are typi- 
cally dependent on the condition of sleep, on “the cessation of the normal activity of the 
brain and senses. Only when such activity is at rest can the dream occur, just as the pic- 
tures of a magic lantern can appear only after the lights of the room have been 
extinguished” (PP1,p}, 232). When the mind’s activity ceases to be provoked by external 
stimuli, he wrote, dreams arise from within. From there, Schopenhauer went on to distin- 
guish between, on the one hand, the brain itself, “the outer nerve-focus ... which is exclu- 
sively concerned with the direction of external relations” and, on the other, “all the large 
ganglia which ... constitute the great sympathetic nerve or inner nerve-centre” (PP1,p}, 
234-35). Normally, we do not perceive the workings of this “sympathetic nerve.” Al- 
though “it has an indirect and feeble connection with the cerebral system through long, 
attenuated, and inosculating nerves ... the sensorium receives on this path only an ex- 
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tremely feeble and faint echo of the events and movements in the very complicated and 
active workshop of organic life” (PP1;p), 235). Nor do we usually detect this “echo,” 
though it might have an unconscious influence upon us. In darkness, however, when the 
outward-directed activity of the brain is suspended, this ganglionic echo is able to cross 
the threshold of our awareness, “like the candle that begins to shine when the evening 
twilight comes, or the murmuring of the spring which is heard at night but was rendered 
inaudible by the noises of the day” (PP1,p), 235). These echoes stimulate the sensory 
workings of the brain from a direction different from that which prevails in waking life— 
namely, from within. These echoes, for the philosopher, give rise to dreams. 


(wp. 524) Continuing, Schopenhauer identified all such inner perceptions as the work of the 
“dream organ” (Traumorgan), and he raised the prospect that the dream organ might al- 
low us a different kind of access to reality than that provided by the outwardly directed 
brain. “There is a state in which we certainly sleep and dream,” he wrote, “yet we dream 
only the reality itself that surrounds us” (PP1/p), 239). He continued, 


We then see our bedroom with everything therein; we become aware of people en- 
tering the room; and we know that we are in bed and that everything is correct 
and in order. And yet we are asleep with our eyes shut; we dream; only what we 
dream is true and real. It is just as if our skull had then become transparent so 
that the external world now entered the brain directly and immediately instead of 
by an indirect path and through the narrow portal of the senses. (PP1/pj, 239) 


This “dreaming of reality” (Wahrtraumen) is, for Schopenhauer, typically a morning 
dream, observed “only in the early morning as also in the evening sometime after falling 
asleep” (PP1/pj, 240). No longer bound by the limitations of the external sense organs, 
“the range of the dreamer’s vision” in the morning-dreaming state “is somewhat extend- 
ed so that it goes beyond the bedroom. Thus the curtains or shutters cease to be obsta- 
cles to vision and the dreamer then perceives quite distinctly what lies beyond them, the 
yard, the garden, or the street with the house opposite.” In such a state, “perception” oc- 
curs not through the eyes or the ears but “through the dream organ” itself (PP1,p), 240- 
41). What one sees or hears while dreaming does not correlate to outer stimuli. It arises 
from within, from a hypothetical faculty—the dream organ—turned inward. 


Schopenhauer’s theory of dreams was not without consequences for his theory of will. 
While the outer world is subject to the principium individuationis, he held, the will lies be- 
yond the principium individuationis, and thus no spatial or temporal distinctions apply to 
it. In sleep, he hypothesized, the ability of the dreamer to experience the sights and 
sounds of other times and places owes to the fact that the workings of the dream organ 
also transcend the principium individuationis. And this, he believed, meant that the 
dreamer must somehow tap into the will itself. But Schopenhauer also theorized a waking 
path to such transcendence of the principium individuationis, a sleepless path by which to 
tap into the workings of will itself: namely, that of the clairvoyant. The clairvoyant, he 
held, is a person endowed with the ability to access her inner reserve of will outside of 
sleep. Only in that way, he reasoned, could the clairvoyant’s sighting of past and future 
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events be explained (PP1,p), 263). Schopenhauer accounted for spirit-seeing (or ghost 
sightings) in a similar fashion, alongside an array of related paranormal phenomena, es- 
umed all of which he presumed true. 


The extent to which Schopenhauer’s theory of dreams captured Wagner’s imagination can 
be seen throughout Die Meistersinger, in which the lessons in composition given by Sachs 
to his student Walther are studded with the teacher’s urging Walther to pay utmost atten- 
tion to his morning dreams. At root, Sachs’s instruction amounts to Wagner’s reading of 
Schopenhauer’s dream-theory through the lens of the philosopher’s own statements on 
music as an unmediated sounding of will, as we saw earlier with respect to .525) Tris- 
tan. If the workings of the dream organ enable the dreamer to experience the will direct- 
ly, and if music is itself an expression of will, then the dream, Wagner reasoned, just 
might well be the source of musical creativity. This is the essential wisdom that Sachs im- 
parts to Walther in Die Meistersinger. 


The story revolves around the training Walther receives in preparation for a singing com- 
petition, at which he hopes to win the hand of his beloved Eva. Walther’s first appearance 
before Nuremberg’s Guild of Meistersingers is an unmitigated disaster, for he performs in 
a way neither informed by tradition nor grounded in any inner vision, and it is utterly in- 
comprehensible to all who hear him. Help comes when Sachs agrees to give Walther com- 
position lessons in the work’s third act. At the start of their first lesson, Walther and 
Sachs trade remarks that brim with the language of Schopenhauer’s essay on spirit see- 
ing. Their conversation begins not with talk about music, but with Walther relating his ex- 
perience of the night before. “I had a wondrously beautiful dream,” he explains. “That 
bodes well,” replies Sachs. “Tell it to me!” Then, Sachs launches into his lesson: 


Mein Freund, das grad’ ist Dichters Werk, My friend, it is precisely the 
poet’stask 


dass er sein Traumen deut’ und merk’. to interpret and record his dreams. 


Glaubt mir, des Menschen wahrster Wahn Believe me, man’s truest madness 


wird ihm im Traume aufgetan: is revealed to him in dreams. 
all Dichtkunst und Poeterei All versifying and poetry 
ist nichts als Wahrtraumdeuterei. is nothing but the interpretation of 


dreams of reality. 


“Tell me your morning dream,” Sachs urges (Erzahlt mir euren Morgentraum!), but his 
student cannot stop thinking about the traditions established by great singers of the past. 
“How do I begin according to the rules?” Walther asks. Sachs, however, sets him straight: 
“You make them up yourself and then follow them,” he counsels. “Think of your beautiful 
dream from this morning.” With this, Walther begins to sing, and as he does, Sachs 
cheers him on: “You’ve rhymed it so well,” he proclaims, “I can’t tell the difference be- 
tween what you’ve composed and what you’ve dreamt.” Each time Sachs mentions 
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dreams in the lesson, an identical three-chord progression sounds in the orchestra, a pro- 
gression that is wholly nonfunctional in the tonal context of the work. Scored with heav- 
enly, upward-strumming harps, these statements and their soundings appear as if they 
are themselves figments heard in a dream, echoes of the nonrational, non-rule-bound 
source of creativity Sachs describes.!” 


Two years after the premier of Die Meistersinger, Wagner returned to its central philo- 
sophical question—the nature of musical creativity—in an essay commemorating the cen- 
tennial of the birth of Ludwig van Beethoven. Regarding Beethoven as the epitome of the 
creative individual, Wagner elaborated theoretically the Schopenhauer-inflected notion of 
creativity he had staged in Walther’s lessons with Sachs. Only now, Wagner did so in an 
attempt to explain the source of what he considered Beethoven’s incomparably ©. 526) 
powerful artistic gifts. Adapting Schopenhauer’s distinction between the “outer nerve-fo- 
cus” of the brain and the “inner nerve-center” of the ganglia, Wagner proposed his own 
map of the composer’s psychic landscape. This, he held, is configured between an out- 
ward-directed world of vision and an inward-facing world of sound. 


Alongside the world that is visible to us when we are awake and also in dreams, 
we are aware of another world perceptible only through our sense of hearing, de- 
claring itself through sound—literally, a sound-world existing alongside the light- 
world, to which we could say it is related just as dreaming is to wakefulness. ... 
Just as the vivid world of dreams can present itself to us only through a special 
function of the brain, so too can music enter our consciousness only through a 
similar brain function.!® 


After this, Wagner summoned Schopenhauer’s faculty of the dream organ (Traumorgan), 
which he presented (without citing Schopenhauer on this point) as “an inward-facing 
function of the brain” that becomes active during sleep. And he adapted Schopenhauer’s 
vision of the clairvoyant—one who transcends the principium individuationis by tapping 
into her inner reserves of will—to explain the function of sleep for the artist. 


Since the dream-organ cannot be roused into action by outer impressions, against 
which the brain is now locked fast, this rousing must take place through happen- 
ings in the inner organism, which our waking consciousness merely feels as vague 
sensations. It is, however, through this inner life that we are directly allied with 
the whole of nature, and thus [in dreams] are we brought into a relationship with 
the essence of things that eludes the forms of outer knowledge (space and time).!9 


Through the medium of the dream organ, Wagner argues, a person comes into contact 
with the will. Waking from such a transcendent dream, he unleashes a terrible scream, 
which “we can only regard as the most immediate expressions of the will itself,” an utter- 
ance incomprehensible to those who hear it.2° However, Wagner went on to explain, “the 
dream of deepest sleep can be apprehended by waking consciousness” in one particular, 
exceptional way: namely, “when it is translated into the language of a second, allegorical 
dream, which immediately precedes our waking.” At this point, once again repurposing 
Schopenhauer (and echoing the lessons of his own Hans Sachs), Wagner introduced the 
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idea of the morning dream (Morgentraum), the substance of which, he claimed, can best 
be communicated in music. “In order to reveal to us an image of its own self, the will cre- 
ates a second communicative organ, of which one side remains turned toward the inner 
vision while the other reaches out to the outer world, now reappearing to us as we awak- 
en, through the immediate, sympathetic experience of tone.”?! 


Like Schopenhauer’s dreamer or clairvoyant, Wagner’s composer is a person who some- 
how comes into contact with his inner reserves of will. Terrified of that inner vision, the 
composer awakens with a scream. Sometimes, however, his waking is preceded by anoth- 
er, Shallower kind of dreaming, morning-dreaming, in which the will no longer appears di- 
rectly. Rather, its echoes are “translated” into an allegorical language comprehensible by 
others in their waking hours. That language, for Wagner, was_ ©.527) music, which the 
composer sounds or inscribes when he wakes. This was the project that the Meistersinger 
Sachs urged on his student Walther in their composition lessons. And this, for Wagner, 
was the source of creativity for the historical figure of Beethoven himself. 


29.3 Parsifal 


Wagner’s final music drama is often considered his most Schopenhauerian. He himself 
gave cause for this in claims like this one, from before the inception of the work: 
“Schopenhauerian philosophy and Parcival as the crowning achievement.”?2 But as we 
have seen, Wagner’s understanding of Schopenhauer’s work often diverges from doctri- 
naire readings of it, and his engagement with the philosopher’s ideas in Parsifal is no ex- 
ception. Yes, Parsifal is a music drama dominated by Schopenhauerian themes, particular- 
ly those concerning sympathy (Mitleid), the nature of which Schopenhauer detailed in his 
Prize Essay on the Basis of Morals. But Wagner evinced an understanding of sympathy 
that goes well beyond anything Schopenhauer proposed, specifically in regard to animals. 
He made this clear not only in Parsifal but in his “Open Letter to Ernst Weber” against 
vivisection (1879) and in his seminal essay “Religion and Art” and its several appendices 
(1880-1881). 


In Schopenhauer’s Prize Essay, widely known to have been an influence on Wagner’s 
thinking in the 1870s and ’80s, the philosopher delineated the character of the moral act, 
and he puzzled over how humans could be capable of it. Moral acts, Schopenhauer ar- 
gued, contravene against self-centered individuality or “egoism,” which he deemed “the 
principal and fundamental incentive for humans, as for animals.” Indeed, he continued, 
“the moral significance of an action can only lie in its relation to others; only with respect 
to them can it have moral worth or reprehensibility, and consequently be an action of jus- 
tice or loving kindness, as well as the opposite of the two” (BMyc}, 202).23 To engage in a 
moral act, Schopenhauer held, is to acknowledge an identity between oneself and anoth- 
er. Such an action “requires that I be identified with him in some way, i.e., that the com- 
plete distinction between me and the other, upon precisely which my egoism rests, to a 
certain degree be suspended” (BMjcj, 212). While overcoming the distinction between 
self and other might sound metaphysically difficult, for Schopenhauer it was not. As he 
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explained, the moral action is “quite real and in no way uncommon; it is the everyday 
phenomenon of compassion [Mitleid], i.e., the quite immediate participation, independent 
of considerations of any other sort, primarily in the suffering of another” (BMjc], 212-13). 
Compassion, for the philosopher, is thus the true incentive for moral actions. “Only inso- 
far as an action has originated from compassion,” he wrote, “does it have moral worth, 
and anything proceeding from any other motives has none” (BMjc}, 213). 


Schopenhauer’s account of moral actions has two implications for our understanding of 
Parsifal. First, the sense of identification that a sympathetic person feels for another is 

(p.528) made possible by an underlying commonality or identity between them. Namely, 
beneath the spatial and temporal distinctions that seem to separate us as individuals (the 
principium individuationis), there is the one underlying will. We are capable of sympathy 
because underneath all determination, metaphysically we are all one and the same: we 
are will. Second, given this metaphysical identity, the kind of identification of self and an- 
other that he described—the kind of sympathy he envisioned—must extend to animals as 
well. Indeed, in his Prize Essay Schopenhauer argued that “compassion for animals is so 
closely associated with goodness of character that one may confidently assert that whoev- 
er is cruel to animals could not be a good person” (BMycj, 242). He praised the English for 
being “the first among whom the law to protect animals from cruel treatment had been 
taken quite seriously,” and he lauded the establishment of the Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Animals in London in 1824 (BMjcj, 242-43). 


Yet while Schopenhauer’s sympathies for animals went further than those of Descartes, 
Leibniz, Wolff, or Kant, they only went so far. Continuing, he made this clear: 


That compassion for animals must not go so far that, like the Brahmans, we would 
have to give up animals as food, rests on the fact that in nature the capacity for 
suffering keeps pace with intelligence, on account of which by abstaining from an- 
imals as food, humans, especially in the north, would suffer more than would the 
animal through a quick and even unforeseen death, which perhaps should be alle- 
viated even more by means of chloroform. In contrast, without animals as food, 
the human race would never be able to exist in the north. (BMjcy, 245) 


For Schopenhauer, the proliferation of humans in northern regions took precedence over 
the suffering of animals or their use as food. He justified this in part with recourse to a 
quantitative view of suffering. 


Goodness of heart consists in the deeply felt, universal compassion for all living 
beings, but primarily for the human|[,] because responsiveness to suffering keeps 
in step with increase in intelligence; hence, humans’ countless intellectual and 
physical sufferings have a much stronger claim to compassion than the pain of ani- 
mals, which is only physical and, thus, less acute. (BMjc, 253) 


In short, humanity’s capacity for suffering is greater than that of any animal. For this rea- 
son, one person’s sympathy for another must supersede his sympathies for other species. 
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That Wagner borrowed freely and adapted creatively from Schopenhauer in Parsifal is 
made clear in his treatment of a central topic in the music drama: the Eucharist, the mo- 
ment in the Catholic Mass when bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ. 
Put simply, the central problem of Parsifal is the failure of the Eucharist, and the solution 
to that problem is the instantiation of a renewed, successful one. Indeed, Wagner’s stag- 
ing of the Eucharist in the work makes Parsifal into something more than a music drama. 
It was, for the composer, a Buhnenweihfestspiel, a “festival-stage consecration play.” In 
Wagner’s work, the renewal of the Eucharist is left to the character of Parsifal, “the pure 
fool” (der reine Tor), who saves the church by foregoing his egoism (or (e. 529) self-cen- 
tered individuality) in an embrace of universal sympathy (Mitleid). In the Catholic Mass, 
the miracle of the Eucharist is a literal transformation, or rather a “transubstantiation.” 
As established by the Council of Trent in 1551, “in the august sacrament of the holy Eu- 
charist, after the consecration of the bread and wine, our Lord Jesus Christ, true God and 
man, is truly, really, and substantially contained under the species of those sensible 
things.”24 The Council is explicit in stating that the transubstantiation is not to be under- 
stood symbolically, but literally. Wagner shared this literal understanding of the transub- 
stantiation, as his staging of a failed Eucharist in Act I of Parsifal makes plain. 


Wein und Brot des letzten Mahles Bread and wine of the Last Supper 
wandelt’ einst der Herr des Grales_ the lord of the grail once transformed 
durch des Mitleids Liebesmacht through the loving power of sympathy 
in das Blut, das er vergoss, into the blood that He shed, 

in den Leib, den dar er bracht’. into the body that he broke. 


Taken literally, as enacted here, the ritual of the Eucharist raises the issue of eating meat, 
even if (especially if?) that meat is human flesh. In his writings of the time, Wagner re- 
garded eating meat as a principal cause of what he considered the degeneration of the 
human race. As he explained in his vivisection letter, “a curse” was called down on us 
through “the enjoyment of animal food.”?° In short, the eating of meat entails one being 
living off the death of another. It initiates a frenzy of destruction and cruelty which, in 
Wagner’s “Religion and Art,” culminates in human cannibalism and our acclimation to 
atrocity. “Then, falling ever lower, human blood and corpses appear the only worthy food 
for the world-conqueror,” he wrote. 


The Feast of Thyestes would have been impossible among the Indians. But the hu- 
man imagination could entertain such horrifying images, since the murder of ani- 
mals and humans had become something common. And why should the phantasy 
of the civilized modern human recoil in horror from such pictures, when it has ac- 
customed itself to the sight of a Parisian slaughterhouse in its early-morning activ- 
ities ?7° 
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For Wagner, eating the flesh of animals had corrupted the blood of humanity. This view 
led him, in the appendices to “Religion and Art,” to sympathize with the French racial 
theorist Arthur de Gobineau, who likewise diagnosed such blood corruption, though for 
him it stemmed exclusively from racial mixing, from which Wagner also recoiled. 
Wagner’s corrective to such corruption was, surprisingly, to ingest the blood of Christ. 
“For the most divine purification to flourish, the lowest races may be permitted the enjoy- 
ment of the blood of Jesus, as He demonstrated symbolically in the only genuine sacra- 
ment of the Christian religion. This antidote would accordingly be set against the decay of 
the races through their mixing. Perhaps this world has brought forth breathing life only in 
order to serve that order of salvation [Heilsordnung].”2’ As Wagner saw it, ingesting the 
flesh and blood of Christ can assuage the corruption of humanity brought about in part by 
eating the flesh and blood of animals. But just how, precisely, could it do this? 


(p. 530) To Wagner’s mind, partaking of Christ’s body is permissible—indeed, transforma- 
tive—because His flesh and blood is knowingly and freely given. It is sacrificed for our 
well-being in the ultimate act of sympathy. “In the blood of the savior,” he wrote on this 
point, “we now must recognize the epitome of consciously willed suffering itself, which as 
divine sympathy [Mitleiden] pours through the entire human species and is its originary 
source.”28 For Wagner, the act of sympathy that motivated Christ’s sacrifice is key to un- 
derstanding the Savior’s teaching—a teaching intended not only to be known theoretical- 
ly but to be enacted practically. Indeed, he believed, such enactment is the crux of Chris- 
tianity itself. “Its founder was not wise, but divine,” Wagner wrote. “His teaching was the 
deed of free-willed suffering; to believe in him meant to emulate him.”?9 In “Religion and 
Art,” to emulate Christ was to act with sympathy at its most self-sacrificing and profound. 


On this point, Wagner parted ways with his philosophical idol. Turning directly to 
Schopenhauer’s own invective against eating meat, Wagner expressed skepticism about 
the philosopher’s allowance for such a practice in rugged, northern climes. 


That originally it must have been hunger alone which drove humans to murder an- 
imals and feed on their flesh and blood—that the necessity of this did not arise 
simply due to their transposition into colder climates, as held by those who regard 
eating meat as a duty of self-preservation in the northern regions—is proven by 
the obvious fact that there exist great peoples who nourish themselves with fruit 
or exclusively with vegetables, yet who lose nothing of their power and en- 
durance, even in coarser climates. We see this in the extremely long lifespans of 
Russian peasants, and also in the Japanese, who attain nourishment only from 
fruits, yet who are renowned for the most valorous temper and keenest under- 
standing in war.°° 


It was, Wagner explains, not hunger per se but a deranged and rabid sense of mastery 
over the world that motivated humanity’s eating of animals. It was “the human beast of 
prey [das menschliche Raubtier], having made itself master of the peaceful world.”?! He 
continued along pragmatic lines: if the north is inhospitable, Wagner argued, we simply 
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should not live there. He called instead for “a more reasonable distribution of the popula- 
tion of the earth upon its surface,” to be achieved through mass emigration. 


Even assuming that eating meat were indispensable in northern climates, what 
would keep us from conducting a rationally directed migration of peoples into 
such lands of our globe that, as is proclaimed of the South American peninsula, 
are in a condition to nourish the contemporary population of all parts of the world 
by virtue of their abundant productivity?% 


Redistributing the human species across the southern continents would bring political 
benefits as well, Wagner claimed. Namely, it would calm the bellicose tendencies of the 
species. 


[T]here is nothing bleaker today than to survey all the human clans [Geschlechter] 
whose tribes wandered westward from their Central Asian homeland, and to real- 
ize that civilization and religion were not enough to occasion them to distribute 

(. 531) themselves over the favorable climates of the earth. If they had done so, 
most of the grievances and hindrances to the free and sound development of 
peaceable community conditions would have disappeared, simply by leaving the 
barren wastelands where most of them have long resided.*° 


Wagner’s notion of sympathy, outlined in “Religion and Art,” was far more expansive than 
Schopenhauer’s notion of “human love” (Menschenliebe). It extended to all animals un- 
conditionally, and it precluded the aggressive imposition of any living being upon another. 
The only flesh to be eaten, for Wagner, was flesh that is willingly given. This is the con- 
ception of sympathy enacted dramatically in Parsifal, encapsulated in the renewal of the 
Eucharist between the first the final acts. 


The opera begins with the eponymous character killing a swan in sport. Witnessing the 
act, Gurnemanz asks, “Are you now conscious of your misdeed? Speak, boy—are you 
aware of your grievous guilt?” The answer, of course, is no. At this point in his life, Parsi- 
fal has no sympathy for animals, and, in this respect, he merely lives in accord with the 
society of which he is a part. Indeed, the knights of the Grail Brotherhood live without 
sympathy for living beings of any sort—a fact reflected in their administration of the Eu- 
charist, which lacks the body of Christ. As a result, their Eucharist repeatedly fails, and 
the Brotherhood and its members have decayed physically and spiritually as a result. As 
Gurnemanz laments, 


Die heil’ge Speisung bleibt uns nun versagt, Divine sustenance is now denied us, 


gemeine Atzung muss uns nahren; and common food must sustain us; 
darob versiegte unsrer Helden Kraft. thus, our heroes’ strength isexhaust- 
ed. 
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By the end of the music drama, however, Parsifal comes to see the error of his ways. In- 
deed, his sympathy now extends not only to animals but to everything that lives, even 
plants. With this, he attains at last the ability to effect the transubstantiation of the 
Savior’s flesh and blood in the Eucharist, which not only restores the vitality of the Broth- 
erhood but redeems the world itself. The close of Parsifal depicts this transformed view of 
the world. Observing the joyful sense of community that even flowers experience in the 
radiance of his all-encompassing love, Parsifal exclaims: 


Wie dunkt mich doch die Aue heut so schon! How beautiful the meadow seems 
today! 

Wohl traf ich Wunderblumen an, I recall the wondrous flowers well, 
die bis zum Haupte stchtig mich which once tried to twine 


themselvesumrankten;around me to my head, 


doch sah ich nie so mild und zart but I never saw such tender and 
delicate 

die Halme, Bluten und Blumen, grasses, blossoms and flowers, 
noch duftet’ all’ so kindisch hold, which all smelled so lovely and 
fresh, 

and sprach so lieblich traut zu mir. and spoke to me with such tender 
familiarity. 


(wp. 532) Hearing this, Gurnemanz explains that what Parsifal experiences owes to sympa- 
thy. 


Des Sunders Reuetranen sind es It is the tears of remorse wept by sinners 


die heut mit heil’gem Tau that have, today, sprinkled field and plain 
betraufet Flur und Aw’: with holy dew, 

der liess sie so gedeihen. which thereby consecrates them. 

Nun freut sich alle Kreatur Today all living things rejoice 

auf des Erlosers holder Spur, in God’s dear grace 

will sein Gebet ihm weihen. and wish to praise Him in prayer. 

Das dankt dann alle Kreatur, All creatures now show gratitude, 

was all’ da bluht und bald erstirbt, all that flourishes and will soon pass, 
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da die entsundigte Natur for Nature is renewed, 
heut ihren Unschuldstag erwirbt. and has gained its day of innocence. 


Parsifal’s sympathy for all living things allows all creatures to show their sympathy for 
him and each other as well, such that every living thing joins together in gratitude, in a 
renewal of nature as such. Having learned sympathy for all living things, beginning with 
animals, Parsifal restores the Eucharist and redeems the world as a whole. 


RK 


In the annals of Western Classical music, Wagner’s fascination with Schopenhauer is 
unique. No other composer evinced such broad-ranging and enduring dedication to the 
ideas of a single philosopher, and no other musician sought so diligently to revise and cri- 
tique a philosopher’s writings through the media of his or her own creative work. “Suit 
your philosophy to your needs,” Wagner urged a friend in 1856, just as he was starting to 
understand his own compositions in Schopenhauerian terms, and his counsel comported 
precisely with his understanding of philosophy itself.34 It did not comprise a body of texts 
to be read and simply accepted or rejected. Rather, it consisted of a vital exchange of 
ideas between individuals, ideas that evolve over the course of readings and in relation to 
lived experience. When deeply in love, Wagner found what he believed to be an unrecog- 
nized Schopenhauerian path to redemption from suffering in his experience of the erotic. 
When trying to fathom the source of artistic creativity, he located what he considered an 
important key in Schopenhauer’s theory of dreams and clairvoyance. When pondering 
Christian doctrine and human sympathy, he found clarity in his critical reading of the 
philosopher’s allowance for eating meat. In all of these cases, Wagner’s philosophical en- 
gagements informed his creation of some of the great operatic works of the Western 
canon. Neither Tristan, nor Meistersinger, nor Parsifal would have been possible without 
Schopenhauer. But in the end, the philosophy they record is distinctly Wagnerian. It is 
Wagner’s working with ideas in sound. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter offers a synoptic view of an important strand in Schopenhauer’s legacy, the 
philosophical interest of which remains underappreciated: the diverse attempts of certain 
highly creative thinkers in the period 1860-1880 to refashion Schopenhauer’s meta- 
physics of will in alternative and, they argue, more satisfactory and fruitful terms. The 
principal works in question are von Hartmann’s Philosophy of the Unconscious (1868), 
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1872), Mainlander’s Philosophie der Erlosung (Vol. 1, 
1876), and Bahnsen’s Der Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der Welt (1880). The 
author’s aim is to compare these developments systematically and relate them back to 
the doctrines and tensions in Schopenhauer from which they originate, in each case 
drawing out their original features and indicating their philosophical rationale. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Mainlander, Bahnsen, Hartmann, Freud, pessimism 


As Frederick Beiser observes in his recent, ground-breaking study of the late nineteenth- 
century pessimism debate, the remarkable influence of Schopenhauer in this period owes 
a great deal to the crisis of identity which philosophy had suffered in the wake of the col- 
lapse of the systematic ambitions of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel, and the (closely associ- 
ated) self-emancipation of the empirical sciences.' Schopenhauer, though not historically 
effective in either development, was discovered mid-century to have been profoundly at- 
tuned to both—to have seen through the rhetoric of “intellectual intuition” and the Con- 
cept, and to have rightly emphasized the conditioning of human reason by nature—and 
moreover to have worked out an alternative path for philosophy to take in light of the im- 
possibility of rationalizing the world in the manner of German Idealism. 


This forms the broad background of the thinkers discussed in this chapter, whose major 
philosophical writings all appeared within a relatively short period, 1869 to 1888. They 
are selected not in the first instance because of their contribution to the pessimism ques- 
tion tabled by Schopenhauer, but rather because of their concern with the question of 
what metaphysics can amount to after Schopenhauer. What unifies Eduard von Hart- 
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mann, Philipp Mainlander, Julius Bahnsen, and Friedrich Nietzsche, I will suggest, is (A) 
their recognition of a fundamental respect in which the system set forth in The World as 
Will and Representation (WWR) is problematic, along with (B) their acceptance of a posi- 
tive insight which they find in Schopenhauer and which shows the limitations of, and the 
need to revise, other contemporary schools of philosophy. 


The former has to do, not ultimately with the particular content of Schopenhauer’s major 
metaphysical theses, though certainly these are subjected to heavy challenge, but with 
the status of his assertions. If, as Schopenhauer claims, reason reveals its necessary total 
emptiness in face of metaphysical questions, then what kind of discourse can WWR itself 
amount to? How can the world be known to be will and representation—and to ©. 456) in- 
clude a transcendental subject, and to involve the mediation of Ideas, and so on—if rea- 
son is merely a device for structuring phenomena and cognition merely a means for nego- 
tiating desire-satisfaction?? 


What unites Hartmann et al is their refusal to take this difficulty as a reason for turning 
their backs on the system of WWR. This sets them, as Beiser again emphasizes, at odds 
with the Neo-Kantian attempt at a fully rational reconstruction of human knowledge. 


The positive insight which they find in Schopenhauer has two distinguishable but inter- 
connected parts. (B1) The failure of WWR to reflexively validate itself is a direct conse- 
quence of what it correctly gets into philosophical focus. The shortfall in Schopenhauer— 
as it must seem to Fichte and the later Idealists who had staked everything on showing 
that the System of Philosophy demonstrates its own unique correctness, and to Kantians 
convinced that only absurdity can result from any claim to know the Unconditioned—is 
precisely the mark of its success. What Schopenhauer grasps, and is duly reflected in the 
way that WWR leaves the status of its own discourse unaccounted for, is the resistance of 
content to form, the independence of being from thought, of existence from essence, of 
the Dafs from the Was of the world. The dualism can be formulated in indefinitely many 
ways, but its proximal origin lies in Kant’s famous dichotomy of intuition and concept: 
Schopenhauer’s insight is that, though superficially the two may be annexed, there is a 
profound and enveloping sense in which (to put the point in Kantian language) rational 
conceptual form and nonrational intuitive content remain absolutely alien to one another. 
Whence Schopenhauer’s metaphilosophical problem: How can it be thought that there is 
a single world which is thinkable as the one and also as the other? Indeed, how, without 
invoking some common measure, can it be meaningfully said of these two things, or 
world-aspects, that they are “absolutely alien” to one another? 


The other, complementary component of Schopenhauer’s positive insight is (B2) the im- 
mediate connection of the world’s cognitive impenetrability with its wrongness. The claim 
here is not, of course, that the world’s nonamenability to our comprehension is the reason 
for its seeming alienation from the Good—which would make WWR compatible with tradi- 
tional theodicies—but that its epistemic opacity on the one hand and its axiological nega- 
tivity on the other constitute a single, imponderable state of affairs. 
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Taking this assessment of Schopenhauer to provide the common starting point of Hart- 
mann and the others involves a degree of rational reconstruction. What I nonetheless aim 
to make plausible is that the positive metaphysical and axiological significance of 
Schopenhauer’s limitations provides a basis for unifying these four thinkers in a more 
systematic sense than that in which the history of philosophy recognizes a Schopenhauer- 
schule.? 


Since limitations of space will allow no more than a brief and selective sketch of the rele- 
vant positions, it will help to give in advance an overview of how, on my account, the vari- 
ous post-Schopenhauerians are differentiated and how each may be taken to represent a 
different path proceeding from the same point of origin. Taking the problem bequeathed 
by Schopenhauer to be, as explained, that of expressing the ultimate reality of will and 
the dualistic limit which is thereby set to philosophical reason, their various ©. 457) solu- 
tions may be summarized as follows. (1) Hartmann, Mainlander, and Bahnsen may all be 
regarded as aiming to reunite, in one way or other, the terms that Schopenhauer sets in 
opposition, though without, of course, reverting to the monism of the German Idealists or 
any earlier figure in the history of philosophy.* (1a) In Hartmann’s case, this involves pos- 
tulating alongside Wille an item on loan from Hegel: die Idee, to which Hartmann attribut- 
es an equal degree of fundamental metaphysical reality. (1b) Mainlander employs a differ- 
ent strategy: if the problem is that Schopenhauer’s single world exists (so to speak) in 
two separate halves, then the solution is to join them by treating them as distinct but in- 
telligibly related world-stages in a single world-narrative. (1c) Bahnsen’s treatment, we 
will see, is the most systematically penetrating and closely attuned to the metaphilosophi- 
cal problem facing Schopenhauer. Noncoincidentally, it also poses the greatest difficulties 
of understanding. It consists, in terms which will require clarification, in transposing into 
reality the structure of reason described in Schopenhauer’s Fourfold Root and in identify- 
ing this structure with the theory of world-as-will. The result is a monism in which the 
“One” is contradictory. (2) When we come to Nietzsche, there is a fundamental shift: me- 
diating Schopenhauer’s dualism by means of theoretical reflection is no longer the aim, 
and, in this regard, his departure from Schopenhauer is more radical. Yet, in another re- 
spect, Nietzsche remains, I will try to show, wholly faithful to Schopenhauer—at least, as 
Nietzsche understands him. Nietzsche’s philosophical project is organized ab initio 
around the thought that, though the need for philosophical reflection has never been 
greater, Schopenhauer has crossed a line: he has shown that the game of philosophical 
rationalization and systematic innovation is over and that a new species of philosophical 
discourse must be forged. 


The final section of the chapter, which briefly outlines Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Prin- 
ciple (1920), may seem unconnected in so far as Freud has not the slightest interest in 
Schopenhauer’s metaphysical difficulties, and the text belongs to another century. I in- 
clude it nonetheless because, as I hope will become clear, it represents a further chapter 
in the same systematic story: having handed over all intellectual authority to natural sci- 
ence, Freud rediscovers Schopenhauerian metaphysics, or its equivalent, within nature. 
The further interest of this is to indicate that, though the vision which animates post- 
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Schopenhauerian metaphysics may have slipped out of historical memory, it remains rec- 
ognizable in contemporary terms. 


26.1 Hartmann 


The concept which figures in the title of Hartmann’s Philosophy of the Unconscious—first 
published in 1869, followed by another ten editions in Hartmann’s own lifetime—carries 
almost none of the meaning that we now, after Freud, attach to it. Hartmann’s uncon- 
scious is not localized in human beings, nor has it any special association with problems 
of psychological explanation, least of all with the irrational aspects of mental life. 
Hartmann’s theory of the unconscious serves instead as a framework for the large-scale 

(p. 458) philosophical synthesis of Schopenhauer with Hegel that he proposes. The inten- 
tion is even-handed: it is to give both parties equal weight in fashioning an original form 
of monism, one that employs the deficiencies of each allegedly one-sided system as a mo- 
tive for unifying it with the other. Thus, if Hartmann is right, his system can be justified 
from two directions, either through a critique of Hegelianism which shows the need for 
its union with Schopenhauerianism, or vice versa. Hartmann also supposes, and this com- 
prises a further important part of his strategy, that Hegel and Schopenhauer can be seen 
jointly to form an antinomy: because each has an irrefutable claim to truth, their systems 
must be viewed as contraries, not as contradictories, and his own philosophy of the un- 
conscious, he claims, provides the (unique) solution to the antinomy.° 


Purely conceptual reflection on the systems of classical German philosophy is not, howev- 
er, Hartmann’s primary method in Philosophy of the Unconscious, which is instead provid- 
ed—stepping out of the idealist tradition—by reflection on the empirical sciences. Hence 
the book’s subtitle: “Speculative Results According to the Inductive Method of Physical 
Science.” 


Hartmann’s master argument is abductive in nature and allows itself to be stated in rela- 
tively simple terms.® The special complexity of living creatures finds its best explanation 
in the supposition that their structural and functional properties, as we know them from 
ordinary observation and scientific study, are the product of volition conjoined with repre- 
sentation: in other words, organisms are organized as they are because they are meant to 
be thus. If this recalls the traditional argument from design, it is because Hartmann is in- 
deed employing one of its major premises: namely, that life can arise only from intelli- 
gence or some approximation thereto. He avoids the traditional theistic conclusion by in- 
sisting, first, that the representation (or motive) involved is unconscious, and, second, 
that the act of will which executes the motive (i.e., gives the organism its structure) is not 
external to it, as a Divine Author would be, but immanent within it. Further reasoning of 
the same type warrants, Hartmann claims, the hypothesis that the manifold of volitions 
which comprise the natural world is unified in a single Unconscious, the “All-One.”” 


The bulk of Philosophy of the Unconscious applies this form of argument to a vast range 
of cases drawn from the recent empirical literature, and the work’s extraordinary contem- 
porary success owed a great deal to the way in which Hartmann impressed his readers 
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with his knowledgeable scientificity, as if he were following the same robustly empirical 
route as Darwin but arriving at a deeper, more spiritually intriguing conclusion regarding 
what is going on in Nature—a conclusion from which, if Hartmann is right, an entire ethi- 
cal and religious Weltanschauung can be extracted. Knowledge of the metaphysical mean- 
ing of Nature shows us, he argues, how the Good should be conceived. 


Hartmann’s departure from Schopenhauer is evident and becomes clearer through com- 
parison of their respective theories of organic life. The original agenda for German philo- 
sophical thought on the topic as a whole had been set by Kant’s account, in the Third Cri- 
tique, of the problem posed by teleological judgment: (1) living beings are unrecogniz- 
able, indeed unthinkable, without employment of the concept of an end; (2) yet no ends 
can be attributed to Nature, which lacks reason and freedom; (3) to attribute those 

(p. 459) ends to a divine author would, however, reduce living beings to artifacts, which is 
inconsistent with our conception of them as bearing their purposiveness within them- 
selves. Now Hartmann, we have just seen, rejects (2) and so, too, does Schopenhauer, but 
for quite different reasons. Schopenhauer invests Nature with purposivity, but it is inde- 
pendent of reason: its teleological character is treated as a consequence of the objectivat- 
ing, expressive relation that obtains in general between will and representation, which is 
emphatically noninstrumental. Hartmann by contrast does attribute reason (if not free- 
dom) to Nature: its individual phenomena and their collective order are on his account 
products of instrumental reasoning. The difference in a nutshell is that representation, in 
the form of a motive, is for Schopenhauer a mere phenomenon of will, an appearance 
belonging to a different ontological order, while for Hartmann will and representation 
have parity (just as, in ordinary practical reasoning, desires and beliefs combine to yield 
reasons for action). The component of representation, or belief, must be supplied inde- 
pendently, which is why we must also turn to Hegel. 


From this emerges a further important point. Hartmann is no transcendental idealist, and 
he regards Schopenhauer’s commitment to this large portion of the Kantian legacy as a 
major error. Whatever gap there may be between “appearance” and reality can be 
bridged, Hartmann believes, by inductive inference. In 1871, Hartmann reinforced his re- 
jection of transcendental idealism by publishing a detailed critique of Kant in which he 
explicitly affirms our knowledge of the constitution of things in themselves and also repu- 
diates Schopenhauer’s assertion of an essential difference between consciousness-of-will 
and object-consciousness: our acts of will are simply, Hartmann maintains, further objects 
of cognition.® This allows Hartmann to furnish will with exactly the same plain realist 
epistemology as any other object of knowledge. Schopenhauer’s metaphilosophical prob- 
lems thereupon disappear: if things in themselves demand no special mode of access, and 
if they exhaust the domain of knowable entities, then no special discourse is required for 
their philosophical articulation. Hartmann consequently has no need for Schopenhauer’s 
dark but crucial notion of the presence and expression of will in worldly things, nor of a 
“miracle” of subject/body identity.? 
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Hartmann’s theory of organic nature also puts him in a position to make an internal criti- 
cism of Schopenhauer calling for Hegelian remedy.!° Schopenhauer affirms that there are 
essences in Nature which do not derive from the principle of sufficient reason, and, in or- 
der to account for these, Hartmann introduces his theory of Ideas. Now these Ideas must 
themselves be objects, while the subject for whom they are objects must be timeless and 
absolute. Since the relation of Ideas to this absolute subject cannot, according to 
Schopenhauer’s own principle of subject-object correlation, be contingent, they must 
jointly compose an absolute subject-object. Ideas are furthermore, on Schopenhauer’s ac- 
count, expressions of will, and, as such, they must be defined by ends, without which they 
would be blind striving (i.e., undifferentiated from mere Wille). And since these ends pre- 
suppose in turn some ideational content, we again arrive at an ontology in which ideation 
and volition are equiprimordial. 


From all that has been said, Hartmann’s metaphysics would seem broadly Aristotelian, 
and, consequently, to lean strongly in Hegel’s direction. How then, it may be asked, can 

(p. 460) Hartmann suppose himself to have preserved anything much of Schopenhauer? 
All he offers, it seems, is the very general notion that, if Hegel is not to fall prey to the 
standard charge of panlogicism, then he must presuppose some kind of ontological prima 
materia, of which Schopenhauer’s Wille may be redolent, but which scarcely warrants the 
specific synthesis he proposes. '! 


The answer lies in Hartmann’s cosmological prequel.!? Though his plain epistemology 
leaves no riddle to be solved concerning the coming-together of subject and object, the 
central explanandum of post-Kantian idealism, Hartmann is nonetheless able to allow that 
at the end of the day we face a puzzle. The world is a compound of will and idea. But why 
should there be any such thing? No a posteriori datum can account for it, since all such 
data presuppose it. But nor can it be understood a priori, for nothing in the bare concepts 
of Idee and Wille implicate one another: far from fitting together as hand and glove, they 
are as alien to one another as numbers and colors. Hartmann therefore reasserts at this 
point Schopenhauer’s dualism, though in a different formulation. And the only hypothesis 
available, he argues, is that their intermingling results from an irrational act, and since 
no irrationality can infect the Idee, and action is the prerogative of Wille, the existence of 
the world must be due to violence done by the latter, to the former; that is, to Wille’s inva- 
sion of Idee.!3 In this respect Hartmann grants Schopenhauer the last word over Hegel. 


One important historical point should be made concerning the deep indebtedness to 
Schelling of Hartmann’s post-Schopenhauerian Willensmetaphysik (this is also true to 
some extent of Mainlander’s and Bahnsen’s metaphysics). One part of the debt is carried 
over from (albeit repudiated by) Schopenhauer himself, who in his early years encoun- 
tered the identification of the absolute with Wille in Schelling’s widely read Treatise on 
the Essence of Human Freedom (1809). The other part, which Hartmann explains con- 
vincingly and at length, concerns the way in which Schelling’s later writings provide a 
template for the program of conjoining Hegel and Schopenhauer: the cornerstone of 
Hartmann’s synthesis—the notion that philosophy must connect mere rational ideation 
with actual existence—is the defining theme of Schelling’s attempt, beginning in the 
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1820s, to construct what he called a “positive philosophy” that would sublate, without 
wholly delegitimating, Hegel’s merely “negative” “pure-rational” philosophy. !4 
Hartmann’s claim is to have fulfilled this ambition in a way that Schelling did not. 


26.2 Mainlander 


The ethico-religious philosophy which, I said, Hartmann adds to his metaphysics is some- 
thing of an afterthought: on the face of it no evolutionary or axiological dynamic is built 
into the (con)fusion of Wille and Idee that constitutes the world, which exists in conse- 
quence of a pre-mundane metaphysical mistake, and may be regarded with equal justifi- 
cation either as strictly unaccountable (the violation was unreasoned and pointless) or as 
strictly necessary (it is in the nature of sheer idea-less Wille to behave in ©. 461) exactly 
such a manner). Hartmann introduces nonetheless a dynamic element by arguing that the 
mistake can be corrected: it is our job to disentangle Idee from Wille and to restore the 
former to its original quietude; that this is the true collective task of humanity may be in- 
ferred from the fact that nature has produced self-conscious beings who are able to 
achieve insight into nature’s own metaphysical grounds.!° This represents Hartmann’s re- 
vision of Book IV of WWR1. 


Mainlander can be regarded as telling a different story of how the world came to be and 
as building into its very existence the dynamic, teleological dimension which Hartmann 
merely tacks on. The latter follows from the former because the pre-mundane source of 
the world can, according to Mainlander, be reconstructed—subject to certain limitations— 
in terms of an exercise of practical reason, allowing the path of the world’s development 
to be understood as the means to the realization of a pre-mundanely projected end, con- 
tra Hartmann. 


The basic model employed by Mainlander—representing the world as the effect of a 
choice or decision, and to that extent as inherently purposive—is of course familiar from 
Leibniz and every other theist, while the evolutionary dimension recalls Schelling. This, 
along with the fact that Mainlander refers to the ground of the world as God, leads us to 
ask how Mainlander can acclaim Schopenhauer as a genius who shares with Kant the ti- 
tle of the greatest of all philosophers and describe the “philosophy of redemption” pre- 
sented in Die Philosophie der Erlosung (published in 1876, the year of his suicide) as a de- 
velopment of his thought.!® 


The short answer is that Mainlander differs from Christian theism and from Schellingian 
panentheism by denying that the world’s divine origin is, in any ordinary sense, axiologi- 
cally affirmative. The precise purpose for which the world was brought into being, ac- 
cording to Mainlander, was God’s own self-annihilation. In so far as the world’s existence 
testifies to God’s having chosen to relinquish his existence in favor of absolute Nichts, 
Schopenhauer’s atheism is vindicated on the new basis that, although the existence of 
God was once (contra Schopenhauer) a metaphysical possibility, indeed an actuality, it is 
so no longer: God himself has made atheism true. 
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Given our actual beliefs and expectations, this is obviously not good news, but if we make 
the requisite cognitive adjustments—that is, if we recognize what is required of us in ac- 
cordance with the world’s normative source—then we will be able to find fulfilment (re- 
demption, Erlosung) in promoting the end that God has built into our constitution. Since 
God no longer exists, he can be no lawgiver, but since we enjoy no existence beyond his 
postmortem legacy, there is nothing else it would make sense for us to attempt to do, as 
residues of extinguished divinity, than continue along the path to non-being. 


Before we come to Mainlander’s central argument, one thing that is clearly essential, if 
this departure from Schopenhauerian orthodoxy is to seem more than an imaginative 
reverie elicited by WWR, is an account of what underpins the temporal, or quasi-tempo- 
ral, characterizations indispensable to Mainlander’s theory of the God-world relation. 
Why depict the world as God’s successor—why accord narrative significance to the rela- 
tion of God to the world, such that “God exists” was true once upon a time but becomes 
false in the era of worldhood? The question sharpens when we recall that the relation of 

(p. 462) Wille to Vorstellung as theorized by Schopenhauer is categorically nontemporal, 
and though Schopenhauer’s treatment of it may be charged with obscurity, this very ob- 
scurity is integral to his system. Consequently, from Schopenhauer’s own standpoint, 
Mainlander may be regarded as offering only a mythopoeic representation of the world’s 
double-aspectedness, the dramatic appeal of which is outweighed by its philosophical er- 
roneousness in so far as his restoration of end-directedness to the ground of the world-as- 
representation—Mainlander’s reversion to theism, albeit of a peculiar and original variety 
—occludes Schopenhauer’s key insight that Wille is essentially blind. 


Light can be thrown on Mainlander’s narrativization of the Wille-Vorstellung relation and 
the nature of his disagreement with Schopenhauer by returning to a problem in Kant. In 
the sections of his Antinomy of Pure Reason which deal with the problem of conceiving an 
original cause or ground of the world, Kant had argued (in the Theses of the Third and 
Fourth Antinomies) that we are bound by our reason to postulate a purely intelligible (i.e., 
nontemporal) ground of its causality and existence. This, Kant shows (in the correspond- 
ing Antitheses), generates the problem: To what series do the world and its intelligible 
ground jointly belong?!” 


Now Mainlander is well aware that God, being eternal, cannot belong to the same time- 
series as the world.!® But in his view—which veers back toward Kant’s solution while also 
showing the influence of Schelling!?—this does not warrant Schopenhauer’s minimalist 
treatment of the relation of the two realms. Just as Kant is prepared in his theory of hu- 
man freedom to postulate a nontemporal ground (the individual’s “intelligible character”) 
of certain effects in time (those that define the individual’s “empirical character”), allow- 
ing a certain empirical act to be morally imputed to an agent’s will—a doctrine which 
Schopenhauer himself endorses—so Mainlander supposes that a unitary series may be 
postulated to encompass the God-world relation. This series must be described in para- 
temporal vocabulary and conceived as a process of development or instrumentalization.? 
Mainlander’s reply to Schopenhauer is therefore that, if Wille and Vorstellung are to have 
anything to do with one another—and if the latter is to be subordinated to the former, as 
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per Schopenhauer’s claim that representation has only dependent reality—then we must 
affirm that the world as representation follows from the world-as-will (God) in accordance 
with some principle which joins them in a single series; without which they float free of 
one another in a way that makes nonsense of WWR.?! 


Assuming this license for further speculation, how does Mainlander propose to determine 
what exactly took place, and for what reasons, in the moment of God’s world-generation? 
The difficulty here is considerable, for Mainlander takes every opportunity to tell us that 
his metaphysics are based on exclusively immanent grounds, to which he claims to ad- 
here more strictly than Schopenhauer.?* Mainlander’s central metaphysical argument 
falls into two parts.?° 


1. The first tells us that monism is inescapable and is achievable only on the condi- 
tion that we posit a One which is transcendent, pre-mundane, and defunct. The mani- 
fold of worldly entities consists in forces, Krafte, and these must be unified, other- 
wise they would not necessarily interact. But we can form no concept ©. 463) of their 
unity (i.e., of a single Urkraft). In order to account for the immanent manifold, there- 
fore, we must allow it a transcendent source in the past. Schopenhauer’s om- 
nipresent individuation-indifferent Wille is thus supplanted by a vanished One pos- 
sessed of absolute simple individuality. 
2. Second, Mainlander argues that, granted this pre-mundane monism, the conjec- 
ture that God has elected to disintegrate into the world for the sake of non-being, is 
epistemically optimal given the resources available to strictly immanent philosophi- 
cal reflection; that is, the impossibility of knowing God or his motives an sich: all we 
can (and must) do is extrapolate from the character of the world as we find it, to the 
character of the transcendent realm, which we cannot know as a thing in itself, but 
only as it relates to the sphere of immanence. Such a metaphysics, which aims to de- 
scribe the world-related “sphere of efficacy” (Wirksamkeitssphare) of the transcen- 
dent realm, can only lay claim to the “as if” (als ob) legitimacy of Kant’s regulative 
propositions,‘ yet it offers theoretical satisfaction and tells us all we need for the 
practical purpose of conducting our lives. Mainlander’s specific reasoning for this 
conclusion is as follows:?° 
(1) God willed (his own) non-being. [God enjoyed absolute freedom—to either be 
or not be?®—and cannot have chosen to remain in being or to merely alter his 
manner of being, else no world would have come into existence. ] 
(2) God’s immediate passage into non-being was impeded by own being. [Had 
God’s will directly achieved its end, then worldless non-being would presently 
prevail; and since nothing outside God can act on him, only God’s own being 
could have impeded his will. ] 
(3) It was consequently necessary for God’s being to disintegrate into multeity, a 
world in which each individual being strives to achieve non-being. [Only the fini- 
tization of God’s being will allow the end of non-being to be achieved. ] 
(4) Individual worldly beings hinder one another’s striving and, in so doing, 
weaken their degree of force (Kraft). [A modified Schopenhauerian image of the 
world as a site of conflict. ] 
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(5) God’s entire being underwent transformation into a determinate sum total of 
forces (a Kraftsumme). [Mainlander here endorses Schopenhauer’s characteriza- 
tion of the world as a manifold of expressions of Wille/Kraft, but differs in con- 
ceiving it as a finite totality. ] 

(6) The world as a whole or universe has one end, non-being, which it will 
achieve through the continual diminution of the sum of forces which compose it. 
[In Schopenhauer’s terms, by contrast, this an impossibility, not only because all 
teloi are precluded, but also because the world’s fund of Wille/Kraft is enduring 
and inexhaustible. ] 

(7) Each individual being will be brought in the course of its development, by 
virtue of the dissipation of its force, to a point where its striving to non-being is 
fulfilled. [For Schopenhauer, this outcome is possible in principle for enlight- 
ened human subjects, but not for the universe at large, as it is for Mainlander by 
virtue of the very laws of nature, which prescribe its own dissipation. ] 


(p. 464) In a manner similar to Schopenhauer, Mainlander claims that this metaphysical 
knowledge encapsulates the true, atheistic meaning of Christianity, freed from dogmatic 
foundations.?’ 


26.3 Bahnsen 


The first volume of Bahnsen’s major metaphysical work, Der Widerspruch im Wissen und 
Wesen der Welt, appeared in 1880.7° The title states openly Bahnsen’s principal, 
Hegelian-sounding thesis: there exists a contradiction within the essence of the world and 
our knowledge thereof. The originality and ingenuity of Bahnsen’s position consists (first) 
in his use of Schopenhauer to give the Hegelian doctrine that contradictions inhabit the 
objects of knowledge (and not merely, as Kant maintained, our subjective representa- 
tions) the exact opposite significance from that which Hegel intended;?9 and (second) in 
his use of Hegel’s concept of dialectic to rework WWR in a way that, if Bahnsen is right, 
brings to light its true meaning and releases Schopenhauer from the charge of incoher- 
ence. As with Hartmann, a melding of Hegel and Schopenhauer therefore takes place in 
Bahnsen, but on this occasion it lies in the first instance at a metaphilosophical level, and 
the final product bears little resemblance to Hartmann’s flat ontology.?° What follows is a 
bare-bones reconstruction of Bahnsen’s anti-rationalist monism, beginning with a point 
about its motivation. 


We have seen how Hartmann and Mainlander seek to develop Schopenhauer’s thought 
beyond the bounds of WWR. Also clear is the respect in which their innovations are open 
to challenge. It would be in order for Schopenhauer to respond as follows: no doubt there 
are alternative forms of Willensmetaphysik, which are no more exposed to the charge of 
strict logical inconsistency than WWR, but all that they can do, at most, is push back the 
point at which the possibility of explanation evaporates—thus, in Hartmann’s case, we 
come to a halt with an original, violated duality of Wille and Idee, and in Mainlander’s, 
with God’s ontological self-decision. Such proposals complicate our metaphysical vision 
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without gaining any insight into our situation. Philosophical economy instructs us to re- 
ject them in favor of the leaner metaphysics of WWR. 


Bahnsen may be interpreted as taking his cue from the issue which has just come into 
view. If the metaphysics of WWR leave empty space extending beyond and behind the 
world as representation—which Hartmann and Mainlander not unreasonably suppose 
needs to be filled, and which otherwise invites the mystical pseudo-completion which 
Schopenhauer himself was later tempted to approve—then the solution, as long as strict 
immanence remains the principle of our reflection,*! must be to relocate the nonrational 
end-of-explanation discovered by Schopenhauer within the world as we know it; that is, to 
identify the absolute surdity of reality exposed in WWR with the very fabric of the known 
world. In this way, instead of hiving off Wille and projecting it into the world’s background 
—making it a world-independent substance—we translate Wille wholesale into the rela- 
tional structures that constitute the world lying before us. And these, ©. 465) according to 
Bahnsen, are all instances of contradiction. The philosophical system that analyzes and 
exhibits them he calls Realdialektik. 


What makes this strategy immediately sound so peculiar—in advance of seeing how it 
might be executed—is the fact that, in the terms of any philosopher willing to endorse our 
ordinary claims to empirical objectivity, including Kant and Schopenhauer, the relational 
structures in question simply are the embeddedness (whether deep or shallow) of reason 
in reality, where reason entails conformity to logical principles (i.e., absence of contradic- 
tion). Indeed our very capacity to know the structures at all implies as much. Thus Kant’s 
transcendental proofs seek to show that synthetic a priori principles are constitutive of 
appearances and that their associated categories also have thinkable application to what- 
ever reality we cannot know, which again must be noncontradictory; whereas, according 
to Fourfold Root, reason exhausts itself in the various logically ordered, contradiction-free 
domains of individuated objects-as-representations. 


One complaint that cannot be made of Bahnsen is that he is unaware of the peculiarity 
and difficulty posed by his central metaphysical claim:° throughout the work, Bahnsen 
takes pains to flag the numerous misunderstandings to which it is exposed and empha- 
sizes the need to understand Realdialektik not as a doctrine that we might embrace on di- 
rect conceptual or logical grounds, nor as a conclusion that we might come to in conse- 
quence of the adoption of any particular philosophical method, but rather as a position 
that we find ourselves backing into, under pressure from the cumulative lesson of the his- 
tory of philosophy, in particular, from the experience of skepticism, Kant’s Antinomies, 
Hegel, and Schopenhauer, and provoked by the presumption of logic.*9 Also of impor- 
tance in securing the intelligibility of Realdialektik is Bahnsen’s claim that its status is 
that of an interpretation, not a would-be explanation, of the world: it presents the world’s 
pervasive meaning, testified by enlightened reflection on its physiognomy.** Bahnsen here 
employs the same type of hermeneutical characterization to which Schopenhauer had re- 
course in his attempt to explain the system of WWR. 
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Granted these disclaimers and points of orientation, how may it be held that Reality is 
Contradiction, Urwiderspruch, and that this is the philosophically final truth of things? 
The proposition of course makes no sense if contradiction is conceived as consisting in a 
relation of thoughts or judgements for, so construed, it embodies a category-mistake and 
fails to assert any content. Bahnsen’s claim, however, is that this judgment-centered con- 
ception of the nature of contradiction is a misconception, which belongs to the grand illu- 
sion of the world’s logicality. Properly understood, contradiction is a feature of will, 
which, following Schopenhauer, is what constitutes the Real. More precisely, it comprises 
the essential nature of will as such. All will, whether blind and object-less in the manner 
of Schopenhauer’s Wille or directed to determinate objects, involves an internal disso- 
nance or reflexive discrepancy which, when articulated in judgement form, amounts to a 
Yes-and-No: acts of will seek both to preserve themselves (each act of will wills itself as 
such) and to abolish themselves (in realizing their end, if they have one, and if not, then 
in simply coming to rest).°° 


In terms of the judgment-centered view of contradiction, this conception of conatus as 
self-negating is not a (real) case of (real) contradiction, in the sense that logic precludes, 

(p. 466) but rather a specific type of structure which either amounts simply to a conflict of 
forces or may be modeled by talking of pragmatic inconsistency and merely performative 
contradiction. But, as Bahnsen points out, this is hardly an objection, for what is in dis- 
pute is precisely the correct order of philosophical understanding: it is not oversight that 
leads him to describe the principle of Realdialektik as “anti-logical.”*® 


The several argumentative paths pursued in Der Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der 
Welt consist chiefly in attempts to exhibit the alignment of (i) the contradictory character 
of will just described with (ii) structural features of objects and phenomena which have 
long been recognized as philosophically problematic—in particular, to take a topic at the 
heart of classical German philosophy, self-consciousness, the necessity of which is fa- 
mously matched by its arguable paradoxicality.?’ Bahnsen cannot of course convert such 
alignments into logical or strict inferential connections—that is, he cannot show that Con- 
tradiction is the explanation of self-consciousness or that self-consciousness gives proof of 
the reality of Contradiction—but he can justifiably claim for them, as the instances accu- 
mulate, the kind of hermeneutical significance described earlier. 


For present purposes it will be most helpful to reconstruct Bahnsen’s position in relation 
to WWR. As noted, the upshot of Fourfold Root is to reduce reason to a function which 
constitutes domains of individuated objects, and since this exhausts its nature, reason 
cannot rationalize itself (i.e., explain its own production of those domains). What WWR 
adds to this deflation of reason is the theory that the domains are grounded in unindividu- 
ated Wille, which is in addition present, or expressed, within their objects. Taken singly, 
neither Wille nor the world of objects exhibits contradiction,?® but Schopenhauer does ac- 
cept that contradiction emerges from their conjunction: the world bears witness to the 
contradiction between individuatedness, on the side of Vorstellung, and its negation, on 
that of Wille. Contradiction—not as between judgments, but outside them—is therefore af- 
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firmed in Schopenhauer’s philosophy as the resultant of two independent vectors, the 
Principle of Sufficient Reason and the will’s pre-rational unity. 


Now the alternative explored by Bahnsen—employing the same basic philosophical mate- 
rials and agreeing with Hartmann that Schopenhauer’s Kantian subjective idealism ob- 
structs the articulation of his insight—is to suppose that the contradiction which 
Schopenhauer recognizes as manifest in the constitution of the world is not the product 
of superimposing the Many on the One, but is rather the single original principle of all 
things, constituting their Stoffand their Form. This carries two advantages: it avoids the 
problems of Schopenhauer’s dual-layered Kantian ontology, and, in parallel, it disposes of 
Schopenhauer’s metaphilosophical problem since it can no longer be asked how it is pos- 
sible for a single world to be thought in two mutually alien ways—the one world is 
thought in a single, realdialektischen way.°9 Again, Schopenhauer’s “miracle” is disposed 
of*° 


Finally it may be urged that the supersession of WWR by Realdialektik was lying in wait 
all along: Schopenhauer presupposed the ultimate reality of contradiction when he posit- 
ed a relation of alienness between Wille and Vorstellung for, had they not been implicitly 
contradictory, they would have formed the rationally transparent hylomorphic unity of 
Aristotle and Hegel. 


o.16)7 26.4 Nietzsche 


The post-Schopenhauerian school having fallen by the historical wayside, the only figure 
in the prevailing canon generally regarded as relaying Schopenhauer’s influence is Niet- 
zsche. Nietzsche’s concept of the will to power is what on the surface may seem to align 
him directly with the three figures just discussed. However, what this supposed doctrine 
amounts to is much disputed—whether it amounts to a “theory” at all stands in doubt— 
and concentration on the relation of Wille zum Leben with Wille zur Macht, though of in- 
terest on its own account,*! tells us relatively little about the general logic of the 
Schopenhauer-to-Nietzsche development.* 


Nietzsche’s current high standing owes less to his being regarded as having conserved 
any substantive theses of Schopenhauer’s than to his being viewed as having followed 
through, in a radical way, the move which was (inadvertently) initiated and part-executed 
by Schopenhauer from classical German idealism to full post-metaphysicality; in other 
words, to Nietzsche’s having taken a further, necessary step in completing the naturalis- 
tic humiliation of reason and the world’s disenchantment. Though not false, I will suggest 
that this is only one part of a complex picture. 


The extent of Nietzsche’s naturalistic overcoming of his predecessor is shown clearly, it 
may be suggested, in two places, one at each end of his ceuvre. The Birth of Tragedy (BT; 
1872) opens with a bold avowal of Schopenhauerianism, but Nietzsche also seems to al- 
low the entire metaphysical apparatus of WWR to be boiled down to contingent psycho- 
logical roots: Schopenhauer’s doctrine that the world exists as representation and as will 
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is, in effect, recast in terms of our dual psycho-physiological capacities for dream and for 
ecstasy or intoxication (Rausch) and the artistic-cultural forms or experiential styles 
which result from their respective cultivation.** It would be too much to suggest that Ni- 
etzsche intends here a Humean explaining-away of metaphysical ideas, if only because 
the notion that the world conceals its own nebulous pre-individuated substrate coheres 
with the story that Nietzsche himself wants to tell of the meaning of tragedy; but it is 
clear at any rate that he does not mean to argue from any metaphysical truth to any aes- 
thetic conclusions—what matters for Nietzsche in BT is the consonance of the meta- 
physics with aesthetic experience, irrespective of the theoretical justification of the for- 
mer, our de facto “commitment” to which has sufficient proximal, pre-normative support 
in human psychology.** 


Second, at the other end of his career, in the Third Essay of On the Genealogy of Morals 
(1887), the work which has come to be regarded as a definitive statement of Nietzsche’s 
mature position, Schopenhauer is singled out as an exemplary modern philosophical rep- 
resentative of the “ascetic ideal”—the psycho-ideational configuration which, on 
Nietzsche’s diagnosis, constitutes the chief precipitant of nihilism in late modernity.*° 
Nietzsche thus grants Schopenhauer’s internal success in promoting life-denial while, at 
the same time, exposing his failure to understand why this aim was psychologically neces- 
sary for him in the first place and in what way the strategy of life-negation is . 468) 
fraudulent. Also shown, Nietzsche argues, is that, at a fundamental level, Schopenhauer 
endorses the same (“moral”) interpretation of existence against which he pitted himself 
and that the secularized redemption which he offers in place of Christian theism merely 
entrenches the existential problem that it was intended to dissolve. From which it follows, 
most importantly, that at least the possibility of life-affirmation—its integrity as a task—re- 
mains untouched. If we focus on Nietzsche’s late portrait of Schopenhauer in the Geneal- 
ogy we are led, therefore, to view their relation as one of flat opposition. 


A more nuanced and accurate picture emerges if we look at what Nietzsche originally 
took Schopenhauer’s philosophical project and achievement to consist in.*° The title of 
the third of Nietzsche’s Untimely Meditations, “Schopenhauer as Educator” (1874), may 
suggest that Nietzsche intends to treat his subject from an angle that is not squarely 
philosophical. It becomes clear however that Nietzsche is intensely preoccupied with the 
question of what counts as genuinely philosophical understanding and that he sets no 
store by the narrow type of critique employed by Hartmann, Mainlander, and Bahnsen. 
For Nietzsche, philosophical significance is properly determined via questions of edifica- 
tion: the primary question is not whether Schopenhauer’s system holds itself together in- 
ternally in a merely logical manner, but rather what Schopenhauer’s thought expands out 
into—what form of life it is capable of supporting.*’ And in order to answer this question, 
it is also necessary, Nietzsche supposes, that we comprehend the personality of the 
philosopher expressed in his work. Logical criticism of Schopenhauer’s ideas is relocated 
accordingly in a context of personal appraisal: the virtues that Nietzsche ascribes to 
Schopenhauer, by dint of which his thought is held to edify us, are determined by how we 
understand him to have confronted and addressed recognizably philosophical challenges 
and tasks, these being in turn inseparable from (broadly) ethical matters. Thus Nietzsche 
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contrasts Schopenhauer’s success in avoiding the post-Kantian “despair of the truth”— 
the “gnawing and disintegrating skepticism and relativism” to which Kleist, for example, 
surrendered—and in having instead advanced to “the heights of tragic contemplation” 
from which he formed “a picture of life as a whole,” a “hieroglyphics of universal life.”48 
Again, Schopenhauer is credited by Nietzsche with having recognized, but refused to 
yield to, the irresolvable tension between fact and value: an achievement registered in his 
very act of posing the question of what life is worth, in which, according to Nietzsche, 
Schopenhauer affirms both the opposition between Ought and Is and our self-divided con- 
stitution.*9 


If it is asked why this kind of approach to Schopenhauer—strikingly similar to Nietzsche’s 
Wagner appreciation°°—is not too oblique and artwork-orientated to qualify as a properly 
philosophical appraisal, there are a number of points to be highlighted. The first is that 
Nietzsche had much earlier (we know from unpublished material from the 1860s) re- 
hearsed for himself in a thorough manner, drawing on contemporary sources, a plethora 
of logical objections to Schopenhauer’s metaphysics and that he also took himself to have 
found a way to sideline them, itself of Schopenhauerian inspiration.°! The analytical con- 
tradictions in Schopenhauer’s system, as Nietzsche details them, arise from his declara- 
tion that will is the thing in itself. This makes Schopenhauer’s philosophy, ©. 469) which is 
officially immanent, transcendent. But the error is of little real consequence because the 
Kant-derived idiom that Schopenhauer adopts can be subtracted. This subtraction may be 
taken a step further by suspending the anthropomorphic character of Schopenhauer’s 
Wille—at the cost, to be sure, of abandoning all claim to positive philosophical knowledge, 
but preserving intact what Nietzsche regards as Schopenhauer’s crucial insights: namely 
his demonstration of (i) the absolute inexplicability of individuation and the origin of the 
intellect in a way that would validate cognition, (ii) the existence of “dark and contradic- 
tory elements in the region where individuation ends,” and (iii) the necessity of rendering 
these aporetic discoveries in a semi-figurative form. 


Nietzsche’s endorsement of this strategy is clear from a letter of 1866, in which he en- 
thuses concerning F. A. Lange’s History of Materialism (1866), which he believes confirms 
Schopenhauer’s illusionism regarding empirical knowledge and thereby shows there to 
be scope for a type of supra-cognitive reflection which can validate itself in the manner of 
a work of art—a type of discourse which he takes Schopenhauer’s artwork-like philosophy 
to exemplify. 


Thus the true essence of things—the thing-in-itself—is not only unknown to us; the 
concept of it is neither more nor less than the final product of an antithesis which 
is determined by our organization, an antithesis of which we do not know whether 
it has any meaning outside our experience or not. Consequently, Lange thinks, one 
should give the philosophers a free hand as long as they edify us in this sense. Art 
is free, also in the domain of concepts. Who would refute a phrase by Beethoven, 
and who would find error in Raphael’s Madonna? 
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You see, even with this strictly critical standpoint our Schopenhauer stands firm; 
he becomes even almost more important to us. If philosophy is art, then even 
Haym should submit himself to Schopenhauer; if philosophy should edify, I know 
no more edifying philosopher than our Schopenhauer.° 


If Beethoven’s music is “irrefutable,” then a fortiori it lays claim to veracity of some sort, 
and the same must hold for Schopenhauer’s edifying discourse. Now it may of course be 
asked what, if anything, sustains this aesthetico-aporetic conception of philosophical dis- 
course, as it might be called, but the question is not strictly relevant to the exegetical is- 
sue of Nietzsche’s Schopenhauer reception. The fact is that Nietzsche committed himself 
to at a very early point, and never abandoned, the Schopenhauer-inspired idea of philoso- 
phy as a form of reflection which is (a) categorically committed to the value of truthful- 
ness, (b) axiologically orientated, (c) distinct from and elevated above empirical science, 
and which (d) by virtue of its supra-empirical status allows itself to be counted as meta- 
physical at least in the sense that it corresponds to what man experiences as such: “the 
truthful man feels that the meaning of his activity is metaphysical.”°° 


Whether Nietzsche ever succeeded in rationalizing this complex set of commitments or in 
showing how we can be cured of our metaphysical need may be doubted, and there 

(p. 470) is abundant evidence that his thoughts on the matter remained unsettled. Untime- 
ly Meditations praises Schopenhauer for having “liberated philosophical life,” as Kant 
failed to do, by showing the philosopher how to “unlearn” “pure knowledge” and thereby 
continue to exist as a human being.°** In Human, All Too Human (1878), belonging to 
Nietzsche’s so-called positivistic phase, when he had ceased to regard approximation to 
art as a sufficient measure of philosophical correctness and begun to criticize Schopen- 
hauer, Schopenhauer’s teachings are said to be only half-heartedly wissenschaftlich and 
thus to show how much further the scientific spirit needs to go. At the same time, the 
nonscientificity of Schopenhauer’s mode of contemplation remains invaluable, for without 
it we would be unable to see modernity for what it is. This equivocation is repeated in 
Nietzsche’s general remarks on philosophy in this text: it is, on the one hand, “the sum- 
mit of the entire scientific pyramid,” yet it also stands in antagonism to “the individual re- 
gions of science,” having separated itself from them by posing the question of how knowl- 
edge might contribute to human happiness. This has had the malign effect of inhibiting 
empirical enquiry. But without philosophy’s (“involuntary”) raising of the question of the 
value of knowledge, we would remain under the tyranny of logic, which is “by its nature 
optimism.”°° In a still later work, The Gay Science (1882), Schopenhauer’s supremacy is 
restored: among Germans, Schopenhauer alone exhibits an “unconditional and honest 
atheism,” grounded on his apprehension of the “ungodliness of existence,” “as something 
given, palpable, indisputable”; whatever vestigial Christian asceticism may be found in 
him, Schopenhauer at least grasped this new problem.°® 


What seems an outright condemnation in the late Genealogy is to that extent continuous 
with Nietzsche’s early attempt to relieve Schopenhauer’s metaphysical idiom of its cus- 
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tomary weight-bearing function, fueled by a new appreciation of how much hangs on 
overcoming all attachment to other-worldliness. 


The arc of Nietzsche’s development begins with his absorbing Schopenhauer’s terms of 
philosophical reflection, and, if in the final act, Nietzsche seems to turn the tables on him, 
this results from his having attempted to follow through on the task he originally sup- 
posed Schopenhauer to have set: that is, of reconceiving philosophy’s relation to Wis- 
senschaft once its pretensions to rational necessity have been seen through. And if no 
clear redefinition of philosophy emerges from Nietzsche’s own writings, this may be re- 
garded, in his own terms, as a proper consequence of the fact that, as he puts it, “a few 
centuries will be needed” before Schopenhauer’s great question, “Does existence have 
any meaning at all?,” can even be “heard completely and in its full depth.”°” 


From this standpoint, to suppose, as do Hartmann, Mainlander, and Bahnsen, that 
Schopenhauer’s substantive axiological question can be answered by salvaging his philos- 
ophy qua theoretical system is to fail to understand him. In terms of the schema I pro- 
posed at the beginning, Nietzsche’s resolution of Schopenhauer’s metaphilosophical 
quandary is therefore to give precedence to (B2): the problem of the wrongness of the 
world—which for Nietzsche means the problem of how we are—takes precedence over 
theoretical reflection. 


wa) 26.5 Appendix: Freud’s Post-Metaphysical 
Revalidation of Post-Schopenhauerian Meta- 
physics 


The naturalistic commitments heavily on display in Nietzsche are of course generally 
characteristic of much late nineteenth-century thought, and they are also strongly 
present in another hugely influential thinker standardly regarded as relaying 
Schopenhauer’s legacy, namely Freud. Freud’s doctrinal convergences with Schopen- 
hauer, along with the thorny question of his actual indebtedness to him, have been dis- 
cussed in many places, but there is one particular text, Beyond the Pleasure Principle 
(BPP), Freud’s most speculative work, in which not merely the letter but also the deep 
spirit of Schopenhauer is manifest. 


Toward the end of BPP Freud acknowledges that he has “unwittingly steered” into “the 
harbour of Schopenhauer’s philosophy.”°® What he here admits to be Schopenhauerian is 
the notion that the necessity of death figures teleologically in the constitution of human 
beings, who are not merely finite in life-span, like all organisms, but also death-directed.°° 
Though Freud’s theory of the death drive, among all of his theoretical proposals, has met 
with fierce opposition, even (or especially) from those who are otherwise sympathetic to 
psychoanalytic explanation, the consensus is nonetheless that BPP presents a case to be 
answered,°° and its deeply Schopenhauerian character makes it appropriate to conclude 
this chapter with a rehearsal of Freud’s circuitous but fascinating argument—if only to 
show how, in counterbalance to what is widely regarded as Nietzsche’s naturalistic de- 
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construction of Schopenhauer, it is possible to make one’s way back, via scientifically ori- 
entated psychological theory, to a standpoint which mirrors Schopenhauerian Willens- 
metaphysik. 


Freud does not, of course, regard himself as having the aim of metaphysical recuperation. 
On the contrary, at each point in BPP where problems of psychological explanation are 
said to favor a certain hypothesis, Freud turns to current biological literature for verifica- 
tion, and repeatedly he concedes that the answers he seeks are quite possibly reserved 
for future biological science. Like Hartmann, Freud takes himself to be engaged in scien- 
tific extrapolation from empirical data, though without Hartmann’s expectation that sci- 
entific inference will lead us into metaphysics. 


The official explanandum of BPP is the well-attested failure of human behavior to accord 
comprehensively with the supposition that we are motivated by pleasure, if possible with- 
in the constraints of reality and if not then at its expense. From this can be inferred the 
existence of a drive which is independent from, and capable of overriding, the pleasure 
principle. Freud acknowledges that the data which support its postulation are not conclu- 
sive—as was to be expected in light of psychoanalysis’s success in showing that what ap- 
pears to merely befall us against our wishes in fact stems from them—yet he insists that it 
cannot be disregarded: the fact, which clinical practice puts into sharp focus, is that 
much of what we do is nonsensical if viewed as directed toward pleasure; we are, as it 
were, So bad at achieving happiness that it cannot be what we most want, or all that we 
want. 


(p. 472) Having granting himself the assumption of a hedonically indifferent drive, Freud 
argues that, if it is to explain what (psychoanalysis shows) is specifically needed, then it 
must be regarded as having as its aim the destruction, decomposition, or disaggregation 
of its object into its original compositional units (i.e., the “restoration of an earlier 
state”).°! Now such a drive, Freud notes, appears to conflict directly with the sexual in- 
stincts, which are directed toward growth. This naturally leads us into a motivational du- 
alism: on the one hand, we have a death-seeking ego, on the other, a libido which seeks 
the life of the species. This picture is however unsatisfactory, Freud argues, if only be- 
cause it fails to explain how the two drives might fuse, as they are observed to do in (for 
example) sadism and masochism. More generally, the manifest failure of human motiva- 
tion to form a coherent, Good-seeking whole means that no straightforward motivational 
monism is credible—Freud dismisses Jung’s rival conception of the unconscious as seek- 
ing the unitary goal of its own developmental perfection. And yet some way must be 
found to mediate the dualism to which we have been led. 


What must be supposed, Freud argues, is that the sexual instinct too seeks the restora- 
tion of an earlier state of affairs—namely, a return to a condition of sexual indistinction, 
the desired wholeness of which Aristophanes speaks in Plato’s Symposium. And this in- 
duces us, Freud continues, to reexamine our original assumption that the death drive con- 
flicts with the pleasure principle. Pleasure-seeking, he points out, may be interpreted as 
yet another form of the very same drive, in so far as it, too, can be regarded as consisting 
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in a discharge of energy in the cause of reducing tension; that is, as an attempt to achieve 
a null state (as Freud had in fact postulated in his own, pre-psychoanalytic model of the 
mental apparatus in 1895). And if this is correct, then all drive seeks the restoration of an 
earlier state of the organism; Trieb as such is nothing but a striving to restore a lost equi- 
librium. 


What is this earlier state? It can only be, Freud argues, the equilibrium of inorganic exis- 
tence, “the quiescence of the inorganic world.”®* Achieving this condition can have no 
truly positive character since it is merely the removal of a disturbance, the negation of 
life’s own negation of the inorganic.®° The necessity of reverting to the organic does not 
therefore qualify as an “aim” in the sense that Freud had originally postulated Ziele as 
place-holders for objects, nor can it be said that death is the final target of desire in the 
sense of being what we most want (i.e., what would fulfil or satisfy us). The upshot 
nonetheless is that desiring as such has the single end of its own cancellation: this is the 
inexorable law to which it is subject, which provides desire’s sufficient explanation and 
for which no reason can be given. The resonance with Schopenhauerian metaphysics is 
evident. 


As said, Freud does not regard his theory as having conceptual grounds, but it is fair to 
observe that the necessity which he believes himself to have uncovered is barely warrant- 
ed by direct needs of empirical explanation (as he himself comes close to admitting). It 
may be suggested accordingly that, despite his nominally natural-scientific agenda, the 
overall trajectory of BPP is determined by a non-empirical interest in ultimate 
explanation. In contrast with empirical psychology’s standard concentration on particular 

(p. 473) cognitive competences, Freud’s starting point is sheer puzzlement at the very 
phenomenon of human desire and agency, in all of its manifest, humanity-defining inco- 
herence. This is by any measure a philosophical matter. The aim of BPP is to show that, 
confronted with this great puzzle, there is no alternative to the conception of drive as 
self-erasing: the explanation of human desire—to put the point in a way that echoes the 
paradox of Schopenhauer’s metaphilosophy and Bahnsen’s Realdialektik—is that it has no 
ultimate explanation. What Freud may be said to have done, in sum, is to have elaborated 
Schopenhauer’s thesis in light of the a posteriori results of clinical work, which display 
the multiform negativity of human mental life in ways that Schopenhauer at most guessed 
at.©° In propounding the idea that desire as such is groundless and has no other “aim” 
than its own extinction—that its fundamental character is one of undoing rather than cre- 
ation and that individuation is essentially self-dismantling—BPP reasserts the Schopen- 
hauerian metaphysical vision. 
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Notes: 


(1.) Frederick Beiser. Weltschmerz: Pessimism in German Philosophy, 1860-1900 (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2016), 18-19. As the title indicates, Beiser addresses the broad- 
er pessimism debate in all of its dimensions. The present chapter has a narrower focus. 


(2.) See my “Schopenhauer’s Metaphilosophy: How to Think a World Without Reason,” in 
Schopenhauer’s Fourfold Root, edited by Jonathan Head and Dennis Vanden Auweele 
(London: Routledge, 2017), 11-31. 


(3.) Anglophone literature on which is scarce. Beiser, in Weltschmerz, chs. 7, 9 and 10, 
gives excellent accounts of the metaphysics of Hartmann, Mainlander, and Bahnsen. For 
recent treatments, see Schopenhauer und die Schopenhauer-Schule, edited by Fabio 
Ciraci, Domenico Fazio, and Matthias Kofler (Wurzburg: Konigshausen & Neumann, 
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2009), Abt. II. Susanna Rubinstein, Eine Trias von Willensmetaphysikern. Popular- 
philosophische Essays (Leipzig: Alexander Edelmann, 1896), provides an early apprecia- 
tive overview of the school. 


(4.) All regard Schopenhauer’s employment of transcendental idealism—Kant’s distinc- 
tions of empirical/transcendental and of appearance/thing-in-itself—as failing to resolve 
the problem he has brought to light. The realism of each is very different, but none can 
be said to correspond to that of the natural attitude; rather, they recall the non-common- 
sensical revisionary realism of Leibniz. In Kant’s terms, all three qualify as transcenden- 
tal realists. 


(5.) Hartmann’s Hegel-Schopenhauer synthesis is exposited in many places: see Philoso- 
phy of the Unconscious: Speculative Results According to the Inductive Method of Physi- 
cal Science, translated by William Chatterton Coupland (London: Trubner & Co., 1884), 3 
vols. [Philosophie des Unbewussten. Speculative Resultate nach inductiv-naturwis- 
senschaftlicher Methode (original subtitle, in 1st ed. [Berlin: Carl Duncker, 1869]: Ver- 
such einer Weltanschauung)], esp. vol. I, 16-42; vol. I (A), ch. 4, 117-26; vol. II, 55-61; 
and vol. ITI, ch. 15, 143-204. 


(6.) See Philosophy of the Unconscious, vol. I, Introductory: General Preliminary Observa- 
tions. 


(7.) Hartmann’s balancing act, it has been noted, bears comparison with Leibniz. 


(8.) Das Ding an sich und seine Beschaffenheit. Kantische Studien zur Erkenntnistheorie 
und Metaphysik (Berlin: Carl Duncker, 1871), 29-33. 


(9.) See WWRI1)>p}, 102 and WWR2)p}, 497. 


(10.) “Ueber die nothwendige Umbildung der Schopenhauerschen Philosophie,” in 
Gesammelte philosophische Abhandlangen zur Philosophie des Unbewussten (Berlin, Carl 
Dunker, 1872), 57-70, esp. 60-66. 


(11.) “Ueber die nothwendige Umbildung der Hegel’schen Philosophie,” in Gesammelte 
philosophische Abhandlangen zur Philosophie des Unbewussten (Berlin, Carl Dunker, 
1872), 25-56. 


(12.) Philosophy of the Unconscious, vol. III, ch. 14, 120-42. 
(13.) See Philosophy of the Unconscious, vol. I, 271-74, and vol. III, 125-27. 


(14.) See Schelling’s Positive Philosophie als Einheit von Hegel und Schopenhauer 
(Berlin: O. Loewenstein, 1869) and Schelling’s Philosophisches System (Leipzig: Hermann 
Haacke, 1897). 


(15.) See Philosophy of the Unconscious, vol. III, ch. 14, 120-42. 
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(16.) Die Philosophie der Erlosung [vol. I] (Berlin: Theobald Grieben, 1876), viii, 401, 465, 
621. What is referred to as volume II of Die Philosophie der Erlosung. Zwolf philosophis- 
che Essays was published posthumously (Frankfurt am Main: C. Koenitzer, 1886). 


(17.) Which Kant claims to solve in the Solutions to the Third and Fourth Antinomies on 
the basis of a form of transcendental idealism which, as noted earlier, Mainlander rejects. 
Mainlander’s realism (though described as “genuine transcendental or critical idealism”) 
is asserted in Die Philosophie der Erlosung, 23-24 and 40-41: things in themselves are 
forces and have full, subject-independent empirical reality; “objects” are appearances of 
things in themselves but do not falsify them; the world is a sum of things in themselves. 


(18.) Die Philosophie der Erlosung, 325. 
(19.) Ibid., 465. 


(20.) Of importance here are the remarks on explanation, causality, and development: see 
Ibid., 25-26. 


(21.) Mainlander has another argument for conjoining God and world, one that turns on 
his ingenious identification of reason rather than understanding—Kantian Vernunft, with 
all of its associated strong commitments, rather than mere Verstand—as the faculty of 
synthesis: from which it follows that ordinary empirical knowledge requires, and war- 
rants, world-transcendence. Compare Schopenhauer’s contraction of the Principle of Suf- 
ficient Reason, in Fourfold Root, to a purely intra-worldly function. 


(22.) Die Philosophie der Erlosung, e.g., 3, 603, 605. Note also Mainlander’s avowal of 
methodological solipsism, 42-43. The Appendix contains detailed critical analysis of 
Schopenhauer’s entire system, the major weaknesses of which (in Mainlander’s view) are 
listed at 604. 


(23.) The core argument can be gleaned from §§24-26 of the first chapter, “Analytik des 
Erkenntnisvermogens” (27-30), in conjunction with §§1-7 of the final chapter, “Meta- 
physik” (319-27). 


(24.) Here lies one point of disagreement with Hartmann, who is subjected to extended 
critique in Die Philosophie der Erlosung, vol. II, Essay 12. 


(25.) What follows is a loose paraphrase, with annotation, of the argument laid out for- 
mally in Die Philosophie der Erlosung, 326-27. 


(26.) The notion that God’s freedom precedes his being derives from Schelling, who does 
not however entertain the possibility that God might will non-being. An early expositor of 
Schelling noted but dismissed it as nonsensical: Hubert Beckers, Historisch-kritische Er- 

Iauterungen zu Schelling’s Abhandlungen (Munich: Akademie Verlag, 1858), 5. 


(27.) See Die Philosophie der Erlosung, vi, 222-23. Concerning Schopenhauer and Chris- 
tianity, see Christopher Janaway’s contribution to the chapter 16 in this volume. 
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(28.) Der Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der Welt. Princip und Einzelbewahrung der 
Realdialektik, 2 vols. (Berlin: Theobald Grieben, 1880-82). Bahnsen’s earlier Beitrage zur 
Charakterologie (Leipzig: J. A. Brockhaus, 1867), a theory of human personality, also took 
its lead from Schopenhauer. 


(29.) How Hegel really meant it to be understood is of course moot and much discussed. 
Bahnsen at any rate interprets Hegel as (i) reducing dialectic to a mere means by which 
truth is to be determined, (ii) ultimately subordinating contradiction to identity, and (iii) 
offering a merely Verbaldialektik. See Der Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der Welt, 
vol. I, 1 and 4-7. 


(30.) Hartmann gives short shrift to the notion of dialectical method: see “Ueber die noth- 
wendige Umbildung der Hegel’schen Philosophie” and the Preface to the second edition 
of his Uber die dialektische Methode. Historisch-kritische Untersuchungen (Siidharz: Her- 
mann Haacke, 1910). 


(31.) See Der Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der Welt, vol. I, 94. 
(32.) See Ibid., vol. I, 29, 45-46, 58-66, 92, 103. 

(33.) See Ibid., vol. I, 2-3, 16-26, 29. 

(34.) See Ibid., vol. I, 27-32. 

(35.) See Ibid., vol. I, 47, 51, 53, 54-5. 

(36.) See Ibid., vol. I, 66-72. 


(37.) Roughly the first half of volume II of Der Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der 
Welt is devoted to the structural contradictions of selfhood; see esp. 10-21. The second 
half of volume I, a “Doctrine of Being,” locates contradiction in the physical world. 


(38.) Iam skipping over complications of Schopenhauer exegesis. Does Schopenhauer 
suppose there to be an inner antagonism in Wille, independently of and prior to its objec- 
tification in Ideas and/or in the world-as-representation? If so, Bahnsen is elaborating 
rather than revising Schopenhauer, but the discussion in WWR1, §§27-29, seems to me 
(on balance) to suggest not: the decisive issue is whether or not will’s Selbstentzweiung is 
anything over and above its “hunger” and “striving,” and the evidence for this is faint. 


(39.) There is scope for comparison and contrast of Bahnsen with F. H. Bradley, for whom 
contradictoriness is also (though for different reasons) world-constitutive, but who, unlike 
Bahnsen, ultimately sublates relational structure into a contradictionless monism. 


(40.) See Der Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der Welt, vol. I, 35. 


(41.) See, e.g., Bernard Reginster, The Affirmation of Life: Nietzsche on Overcoming Ni- 
hilism (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 2008). 
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(42.) Similar remarks apply to Nietzsche’s conservation of Schopenhauer’s thesis of the 
primacy of will over cognition: determination of belief by will is metaphysically explained 
and rationally transparent for Schopenhauer, not so for Nietzsche. 


(43.) The Birth of Tragedy (1872), §§1-2. Some such deflation is arguably prefigured in 
Nietzsche’s early notes on Schopenhauer: “The will appears: how could it appear? Or to 
ask differently: where does the apparatus of representation in which the will appears 
come from?,” whence Nietzsche turns directly to Schopenhauer’s notion of brain develop- 
ment (Writings from the Early Notebooks (1867-1873), edited by Raymond Geuss and 
Alexander Nehamas, translated by Ladislaus Lob [Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009], 6). 


(44.) I owe this point—that Schopenhauer’s metaphysics do matter for BT, even though 
the question of their reality may to some extent be bracketed—to Tom Stern. 


(45.) On the Genealogy of Morals, Third Essay, §§5-6. 


(46.) See Willing and Nothingness: Schopenhauer as Nietzsche’s Educator, edited by 
Christopher Janaway, especially Janaway’s “Schopenhauer as Nietzsche’s Educator,” 13- 
36. 


(47.) Thus Nietzsche admits to having found only “a little error” in Schopenhauer: 
“Schopenhauer as Educator,” in Untimely Meditations (1873-1876), translated by R. J. 
Hollingdale, edited by Daniel Breazeale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
134. 


(48.) Ibid., 140-42. 


(49.) Ibid., 146, 158-59. On Nietzsche’s construal—which is highly tendentious and helps 
to explain how he could have regarded The Birth of Tragedy as authentically Schopen- 
hauerian—Schopenhauer regards “heroism” as of supreme value, life-affirmative and life- 
justifying, indifferent to happiness, and as expressed aesthetically in specific cultural 
forms (pp. 146, 152-55). 


(50.) The Schopenhauer-Wagner parallel is drawn in “Schopenhauer as Educator,” 137. 


(51.) “October 1867-April 1868: On Schopenhauer,” in Writings from the Early 
Notebooks, 1-8. 


(52.) To Carl von Gersdorff (end of August 1866), in Selected Letters of Friedrich Niet- 
zsche, edited and translated by Christopher Middleton (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1969), 18. 


(53.) “Schopenhauer as Educator,” 153. 
(54.) Ibid., 137. 


(55.) Human, All Too Human (1878), translated by R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cam- 
bridge University Press, 1996), §86-7 (14-15), §26 (25-26), §110 (61-63). Indicative of 
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this complexity are the subtle variations in Nietzsche’s view of Schopenhauer’s proximity 
to the idealism of Schelling and Hegel: compare Daybreak (1881) §190 and §197, The Gay 
Science (1872) §370, Beyond Good and Evil (1886) §252, and The Case of Wagner (1888) 
§10. 


(56.) The Gay Science, edited by Bernard Williams, translated by Josefine Nauckhoff and 
Adrian Del Caro (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), §357, 219. Nietzsche 
tells us that his post-Schopenhauerian competitors, Hartmann, Mainlander, and Bahnsen, 
each in his own way fail to grasp Schopenhauer’s problem. 


(57.) The Gay Science §357, 219. 


(58.) Freud XVIII, 49-50. References, by volume and page number, are to the Standard 
Edition of Freud’s works in 24 volumes, edited by James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press 
and Institute of Psycho-Analysis, 1953). 


(59.) Freud quotes Schopenhauer’s statement that death is the “true result and to that ex- 
tent the purpose of life” (XVIII, 50). Freud might of course equally have referred to Main- 
lander. Elsewhere it is instead the ubiquity and force of sexual motivation which leads 
Freud to associate himself with Schopenhauer: see the Preface to the Fourth Edition of 
Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), VII, 134; “A Difficulty in the Path of Psy- 
cho-Analysis” (1917), XVII, 143-44; “The Resistances to Psycho-Analysis” (1925), XIX, 
218; and An Autobiographical Study (1925), XX, 59-60. 


(60.) See Paul Ricceur’s penetrating discussion in Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on In- 
terpretation, translated by Denis Savage (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1970), 
281-338. It will become clear that I do not concur with Ricoeur’s Goethean reading of 
Freud’s Naturphilosophie. 


(61.) Freud XVIII, 37. The conclusion, along with much of the supporting reasoning, is lat- 
er recapitulated with minor modification in Freud’s New Introductory Lectures (1933), 
Lecture 32: XXII, 103-08. 


(62.) Freud XVIII, 62. 


(63.) For the existence of which Freud offers no real explanation. His puzzling suggestion, 
which is tucked into a footnote and vaguely recalls Hartmann, is that “the riddle of life” 
might be solved “by supposing that the two instincts [Eros and the death drive] were 
struggling with each other from the very first” (XVIII, 60n1). 


(64.) See Instincts and Their Vicissitudes (1915), XI, 122-23, and Three Essays on the 
Theory of Sexuality (1905), VII, 135-36. 


(65.) But that are continuous with Bahnsen, who describes our innate capacity for taking 
pleasure in “antithetical negativity” as bearing witness to the truth of Realdialektik (Der 
Widerspruch im Wissen und Wesen der Welt, vol. I, 37). 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter explores the gradual emergence of the notion of the unconscious as it per- 
tains to the tradition that runs from Arthur Schopenhauer via Eduard von Hartmann and 
Philipp Mainlander to Sabina Spielrein, C. G. Jung, and Sigmund Freud. A particular fo- 
cus is put on the popularization of the term “unconscious” by von Hartmann and on the 
history of the death drive, which has Schopenhauer’s essay “Transcendent Speculation on 
the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of the Individual” as one of its precursors. In this 
essay, Schopenhauer develops speculatively the notion of a universal, intelligent, suprain- 
dividual unconscious—an unconscious with a purpose related to death. But the death dri- 
ve also owes its origins to Schopenhauer’s “relative nothingness,” which Mainlander 
adopts into his philosophy as “absolute nothingness” resulting from the “will to death.” 
His philosophy emphasizes death as the goal of the world and its inhabitants. This central 
idea had a distinctive influence on the formation of the idea of the death drive, which fea- 
tures in Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 


Keywords: unconscious, nothingness, death drive, nothingness, pleasure principle, Freud, Hartmann, Mainlander, 
Freud 


A footnote to the term “enlightenment” in the first chapter of Theodor W. Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment! refers to §356 in Arthur Schopenhauer’s “Psy- 
chological Observations” from the second volume of the Parerga and Paralipomena: 


That the lowest of all mental activities is arithmetic is proven by the fact that it is 
the only one that can also be executed by a machine, just as now in England this 
kind of calculating machine is already in frequent use for the sake of convenience. 
—Now however all investigation of the finite and the infinite at bottom amounts to 
a lot of reckoning. In this spirit we should evaluate the “mathematical profundity” 
ridiculed by Lichtenberg when he says: “The so-called professional mathemati- 
cians, relying on the immaturity of the rest of mankind, have acquired a reputa- 
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tion for profundity that closely resembles that of holiness, which the theologians 
claim for themselves.” (PP2, 546) 


In the context of Dialectic of Enlightenment, this reference serves to criticize enlighten- 
ment rationality as a mechanical adaptation of thought, its ritual being the mathematical 
method. Schopenhauer is quoted as one of the original instigators of the unmasking of ra- 
tionality. Indeed, the insight that humans are not masters of their own selves, often as- 
cribed to Freud, originated with Schopenhauer. Though it is true that Freud defined the 
realm of the psyche, of the human unconscious, with the help of psychoanalytical termi- 
nology, it is also true that he appropriated many of Schopenhauer’s observations, differ- 
entiations, and conceptual structures, often with shifts of emphasis, mostly without ac- 
knowledgment. Freud’s appropriation of Schopenhauer’s philosophemes has been exten- 
sively documented, whether it pertains to psychological repression or to the concepts of 
Id and Ego, which in Freud’s works resemble Schopenhauer’s will and intellect, not just 
in spirit, but to the letter. It is also evident in Freud’s understanding of dreams. Conden- 
sation and displacement, for example, are Freud’s “master craftsmen” of the ©. 498) 
“dream labor.” Due to similarities in the unconscious modes of operation in dreams and 
jokes, they are fashioned after the concepts of subsumption and displacement from 
Schopenhauer’s “On the Theory of the Ludicrous” (the eighth chapter in the second vol- 
ume of the World as Will and Representation). And just as Freud’s Jokes and Their Rela- 
tion to the Unconscious (1905) is modeled on “On the Theory of the Ludicrous,” 
Schopenhauer’s “Transcendent Speculation on the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of 
the Individual” from the first volume of Parerga and Paralipomena served as a blueprint 
for Freud’s development of the death drive in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. Given such a 
determining influence, Freud became the true heir of Schopenhauer’s philosophy of the 
will.2 


In this chapter, the gradual emergence of the notion of the unconscious is outlined as it 
pertains to the tradition that runs from Schopenhauer via Eduard von Hartmann and 
Philipp Mainlander to Sabina Spielrein and C.G. Jung, and, of course, to Sigmund Freud. 
In particular, we focus on the popularization of the term, “unconscious,” by von Hart- 
mann and on the history of the death drive, which has its precursors not only in 
Schopenhauer’s “Transcendent Speculation on the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of 
the Individual,” but also in Mainlander’s philosophy. 


Despite these historical continuities, Schopenhauer’s philosophical concept of the will is 
not synonymous with the unconscious. Indeed, Schopenhauer uses the term “uncon- 
scious” very sparingly. In Paul Deussen’s edition of Schopenhauer’s Sdmtliche Werke,° 
which runs to several thousand pages, it occurs eight times as a noun and in thirty-three 
instances as an adjective. Neither do Schopenhauer’s will and intellect quite correspond 
to the unconscious and the conscious mind: even though the will in humans is spurred in- 
to action by conscious motives, the intellect itself is a by-product of the will, which forms 
the basis of cognition. In addition, Schopenhauer introduces the denial of the will as a 
third point of reference. It refers to an experience beyond will and intellect, which, ac- 
cording to Schopenhauer, corresponds to the Buddhist nirvana. As will be shown later, 
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this third point of reference reemerges in psychoanalytic theory as the nirvana-principle 
—a momentum wrenched from the death drive by the life forces. Thus, in the context of 
Schopenhauer’s will, the individual human unconscious is one particular instance of a 
much wider universal will which, in turn, when negated, is part of an even wider un- 
known. 


Only certain aspects of Schopenhauer’s will lend themselves to the concept of an uncon- 
scious mind in the human individual, but—significantly—they are the most convincing 
ones. The second book (of four, contained in the first volume) of The World as Will and 
Representation is full of rich descriptions about the will’s all-pervasive nature and numer- 
ous passages detailing its role in nature. Yet Schopenhauer insists that these conceptual- 
izations are anthropomorphic projections. Their validity is derived only from the actual 
epistemological and empirical basis of the will, its immediate manifestation for the indi- 
vidual; that is, the experience of one’s own living body. In short, the will has a psychologi- 
cal definition, according to which it is synonymous with body and sensation.* In The 
World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer elevates this intuitive basis of percep- 
tion to a philosophical truth: “It is an entirely distinctive mode of ©. 499) cognition ... it is 
the connection between a judgement and the relationship an intuitive representation, the 
body, has to something that is not a representation at all, but is rather entirely different in 
kind from this: will. I would therefore like to distinguish this truth above all others, and 
call it philosophical truth par excellence” (WWRI1, 127). We therefore note at the outset 
that Schopenhauer’s will is tangible, as body, as ordinary physical sensations. Hence 
Schopenhauer chose the term “will,” rather than “force,” to emphasize the subjective 
urge felt from within. 


We should also note that Schopenhauer—and only as an act of sound philosophical rea- 
soning—concedes that the individual’s cognition of his or her own body as expansive, 
space-filling, and mobile is the result of a mediation: “ ... it is an image in my brain, which 
comes about by means of the senses and understanding” (WWR2,ac}, 309). But this is on- 
ly methodological housekeeping on Schopenhauer’s part; never does he argue that the 
world exists only in one’s mind. Rather, mind, with its functions of intellect and reason, 
depends on the will. Early conceptualizations of the human body as will refer to the activi- 
ty of the muscles and to pain and pleasure. An emphasis on bodily sensation is present 
from 1814, where Schopenhauer describes the unity of body and will that becomes clear 
in strong sensations: “The body, (the physical human) is nothing other than the will be- 
come visible ... From the fact that the body is only the visibility of will, the precise con- 
nection between will and body; the reason why all passion, all affect, i.e., all intense will- 
ing and not-willing jars and modifies the body so much, can be explained” (HN1, 106 [my 
translation]). A comparison with the first edition of the Fourfold Root of the Principle of 
Sufficient Reason (1813) shows that, at the time, Schopenhauer ascribes only very strong 
sensations to the will, still conceiving of physical feelings as a separate category. 


Twenty-five years later, in his essay On the Freedom of the Will (1839), Schopenhauer 
gives a thorough account of the psychological foundation of the will—an account that 
does not simply concern itself with the strongest tempests of passion. It is here that 
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Schopenhauer determines that the will expresses itself indiscriminately in all bodily sen- 
sations, whether these rest on sense impressions or on subtle, barely perceptible inner 
impulses. In On the Freedom of the Will, Schopenhauer initially repeats the assertions cit- 
ed in the preceding passages when he writes that self-consciousness is the consciousness 
of the will, stating that a human being is “immediately conscious of his [or her] own self 
... entirely as something that WILLS,” and so experiences the will in all of his or her “af- 
fects and passions” (FW, 38). In the lines that follow, “feelings of pleasure and displea- 
sure,” the “pleasant and painful bodily sensations” and—the next part of the sentence is 
to be emphasized—“all those countless sensations that lie between these two extremes” 
are understood as the will experienced in one’s own body, as the universal will manifested 
in the instance of one’s own body: that is, they are the foundation of human self-experi- 
ence (FW, 39). Accordingly, experience, self-consciousness, will, body, and physically ex- 
perienced sensations are synonyms; comfort and pain are extreme poles of a multifaceted 
experience that always rests on the unity of sensation, body, and will. In this manner 
Schopenhauer develops the considerations noted down in 1814. The trinity of sensation, 
body, and will can be separated conceptually but not experientially. .500) It therefore 
forms the psychological foundation of the will on which Schopenhauer’s metaphysics is 
based. 


In short, the “philosophical truth” described in 1817 refers to the knowledge of the con- 
tingency of every experience on bodily sensations. Bernd Dorflinger describes this signifi- 
cance of the sensations in Schopenhauer’s philosophy: “[Bodily sensation], however, 
ought arguably ... be accentuated as particularly significant, because it simultaneously 
elicits the understanding’s causal-presentational interpretation of the world and, with re- 
gard to its implying pleasure or displeasure, is relevant to the will. It therefore deserves 
attention as the mediation-point of both perspectives.”° 


We can see how the will as body and sensations forms what Freud calls the primary sys- 
tem, the pleasure-seeking Id. Sensations, while central to Schopenhauer’s exposition of 
the will, have a lesser role in Freud’s metapsychological thought. Freud claimed the 
sphere of the psyche as his area of expertise but avoided naming a location in the body 
for the unconscious because he wished to avoid any disputes with the physiologists of the 
day. In contrast, Schopenhauer maintained that the will—as the seat of the deep uncon- 
scious in the individual—can be physically located in the solar plexus (PP2, 242). 


Two essays in the Parerga and Paralipomena and one chapter in On the Will in Nature 
focus on specific qualities of the unconscious. They are the “Transcendent Speculation on 
the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of the Individual,” the “Essay On Spirit Seeing 
and Everything Connected Therewith,” and the chapter, “Animal Magnetism and Magic.” 
The subject of this chapter is hypnosis, with which Schopenhauer had familiarized him- 
self in Berlin in the 1820s under Karl Christian Wolfart, who held a chair for medicine and 
practiced magnetism. Schopenhauer writes that magnetism is applied metaphysics be- 
cause it goes beyond space and time, similar to somnambulism and clairvoyance. The “Es- 
say on Spirit Seeing” features an application of the will to explain phantasies, dreams, 
somnambulism, second sight, clairvoyance, spirit seeing and similar phenomena. These 
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are related insofar as they exhibit a reversal of normal sense stimulation. Together, the 
solar plexus, the spinal nerves, and the brain form the dream organ. It is the solar plexus, 
the seat of deep emotions and of an intuitive connection with the species, which stimu- 
lates the brain from within. 


This chapter shows Schopenhauer to be an original yet critical, even cynical, observer of 
paranormal phenomena. Yet the “Essay on Spirit Seeing” and the chapter on “Animal 
Magnetism and Magic” were not as relevant for the development of the idea of the uncon- 
scious as the “Transcendent Speculation on the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of 
the Individual.” The “Transcendent Speculation” has not received the attention it de- 
serves,° partly because philosophical interest in Schopenhauer has centered on The World 
as Will and Representation, and partly because of its obscure title and position outside of 
Schopenhauer’s philosophical system. In it, Schopenhauer develops speculatively the no- 
tion of a universal, intelligent, supraindividual unconscious—an unconscious with a pur- 
pose related to death. It is instructive to review this essay in some detail, given the impor- 
tance of its central ideas not only for von Hartmann, Mainlander, and Freud, but also— 
through Mainlander—for Spielrein and Jung. 


The title of the treatise makes clear its speculative nature, and in it Schopenhauer aban- 
dons empirical reality in favor of a “metaphysical fantasy”’ (PP1, 201). This does not 

(p.501) imply an uncritical approach: Schopenhauer notes that the assumption of super- 
natural agency (appearing as intentionality) is nothing but “a product of neediness” (PP1, 
201). From the outset, he therefore discounts “that most daring idea”—namely that 
chance has a purpose. Following these disclaimers, however, he lays out his metaphysical 
fantasy. Central to his initial line of argument are the notions of demonstrable and tran- 
scendent fatalism. Demonstrable fatalism is an aspect of determinism, based on the ob- 
servation that everything occurs strictly in accordance with the laws of nature. In this 
sense, everything that occurs is predetermined, even though this is not observable in its 
entirety due to the multitudes of regular causal interconnections. Demonstrable fatalism 
does not contain an explanation of the meaning of fate for the individual: it is a stepping 
stone, an explanatory preamble to the notion of transcendent fatalism. 


Transcendent fatalism is a consequence of the experience of unusual situations and cir- 
cumstances which—on the one hand—noticeably favor the individual, in a moral or in- 
wardly necessary way, but—on the other hand—can only have occurred randomly (PP1, 
204). In hindsight it appears as if an external agent had directed the individual by means 
of those circumstances (PP1, 208). This, Schopenhauer emphasizes, is no imaginary re- 
construction of events after the fact; it can be verified by experience. Intellectual projec- 
tion is incapable of producing the highly specific, individually tailored circumstances in 
which the inner and the outer interlink “through a unity of the random and the necessary 
which lies at the bottom of all things” (PP1, 207). Obviously, even the most random event 
results from necessary causes. As it is not guided by understanding, Schopenhauer ar- 
gues, it must result from a necessity of a higher order which precedes the possibility of 
understanding (PP1, 213). 
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This higher order, the subjective relationship to the individually tailored circumstances, is 
what Schopenhauer calls transcendent fatalism. He further substantiates his approach by 
highlighting an analogous phenomenon in the experience of dreaming. The question of 
agency in dreams supposedly points to the fact that they are staged by the will as the “se- 
cret theatre director of the individual’s dreams” (PP1, 218). Schopenhauer writes that the 
dream is produced by the will “from a region, which lies far beyond the imagining con- 
sciousness and therefore appears as unyielding fate in the dream” (PP1, 217). The same 
could be true of the waking state: namely “also that fate which rules over our real life, 
somehow originates in the final instance from that WILL, which is our own, but which 
here, where it appears as fate, would work from a region far from the imagination of our 
consciousness” (PP1, 218). Thus it can be said that the will sets the scene and determines 
the scope of action, in the dream as in waking reality, where it is taken to be fate. Since 
the will works from a region beyond the individual’s waking consciousness, conflicts oc- 
cur with the goals set by the individual for herself. The individual may fight doggedly to 
achieve something but stands no chance against what appears to be destiny. Thus, fate 
appears to be determined by the will as “our guiding genius ... which comprehends far 
more than the individual consciousness and therefore, in unrelenting opposition to it, as a 
coercion from the outside, poses and fixes that which it did not leave to the individual 
consciousness to find out and did not want to be missed” (PP1, 219f). 


While Schopenhauer, in this speculative essay, ascribes to the will an overarching view of 
the fate of the individual, he does not in the least wish to ascribe providence to ©. 502) 
the will, at least not one of universal proportions. (Eduard von Hartmann diverges from 
Schopenhauer on this point.) In his essay, the will is merely responsive to the transitori- 
ness and finiteness of all individuality and ensures that the great truth of impermanence 
is comprehended by the individual. The specific conditions and events of what appears as 
fateful guidance ought therefore not to be overvalued: “If we remain with the individual 
cases, it often seems, that they are concerned with our temporary, momentary wellbeing. 
But this can, due to its insignificance, imperfection, futility and impermanence not seri- 
ously be its final goal: thus we have to search for it in our eternal existence which reach- 
es beyond the individual life” (PP1, 233). For Schopenhauer this means the denial of the 
will, as it is the intention of the “eternal existence, which goes beyond the individual life” 
to promote inner renunciation in view of death. Appearing as so-called fate, the will en- 
sures that the individual grasps the denial of the will, which is accomplished mainly by re- 
peated encounters with suffering: “Since happiness and enjoyment work against this pur- 
pose, we see in accordance with it misery and suffering woven into every life story to ful- 
fil this purpose, even though to very different degrees” (PP1, 223). From the pedagogical 
vantage point of the will, death is the eventual reality which lurks behind every experi- 
ence: “Thus that invisible guidance, reflected only occasionally in twilight, guides us to 
death, this innermost result and insofar purpose of life” (PP1, 223). Death is not only the 
purpose of life, but also a participant in life, through the agency of the will, which en- 
sures that the individual has the opportunity to develop the necessary distance to suffer- 
ing and happiness.® 
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It needs to be remembered that the “Transcendent Speculation” is an application of 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy situated outside of his defensible philosophical system. Its 
teleology, as Schopenhauer noted, is an apparition, the result of the human need to be 
part of a meaningful sequence of events, yet the basic fact that life has an intimate rela- 
tionship to death is of no trivial consequence to the individual. 


Two concepts expressed by Schopenhauer in the “Speculation”—namely the notion of an 
inner teleology inherent in life and the role of death as the basis of life—were developed 
further in the philosophical systems of Eduard von Hartmann and Philipp Mainlander. 
Their contributions to the formation of the unconscious and to metapsychological theory 
is discussed in the next two sections, before we turn to Sigmund Freud who, in 1920, es- 
tablished the death drive to explain why numerous phenomena in psychological life con- 
tradict the pleasure principle. 


28.1 Eduard von Hartmann 


Eduard von Hartmann’s main work The Philosophy of the Unconscious 
in Imperial Germany. It contains a mixture of nature study and speculative metaphysics, 
blended with politically conservative notions of culture and hierarchy. Von Hartmann sup- 
ported, for example, the widespread view at the time—also held by Schopenhauer—of an 
evolutionary progress which was not only gradual, but could occasionally progress 

(p.503) by sudden leaps. He further proposed that these leaps resulted from the guidance 
by an unconscious idea toward a higher stage of development. Von Hartmann participat- 
ed in most, if not all, the debates of his day and developed an extensive body of work over 
several decades.!° Written in an accessible style, it demonstrates his impressive capacity 
for synthesizing philosophical systems, but also for repetition in variations on similar 
themes. Indeed, von Hartmann even penned a sensible and not entirely self-serving cri- 
tique of his own theses and published it anonymously in order to gain headway over his 
critics by directing the debate!!! 


9 was a bestseller 


Even though his relevance faded with the German Empire, von Hartmann is important for 
introducing the term “unconscious” to a wider reading public. If Schopenhauer rarely 
used the term “unconscious” von Hartmann made it his trademark. This implied a re- 
working of Schopenhauer’s will. Von Hartmann’s will is not a singular entity; it is split up 
into many specialized wills.'? Moreover, von Hartmann introduces the unconscious “idea” 
to complement the unconscious “will.” 


Schopenhauer acknowledges as metaphysical principle only the Will, whilst Idea 
is, according to him, cerebral in a materialistic sense. ... The Will, the sole meta- 
physical principle of Schopenhauer is therefore, of course, an unconscious Will. 
Thought, on the other hand, which with him is only the phenomenon of a meta- 
physical principle, and therefore, as thought, not itself metaphysical, can, even 
where it is unconscious, never be comparable to the unconscious Idea of 
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Schelling, which I myself place by the side of unconscious Will, as metaphysical 
principle of equal value.!? 


Together they form von Hartmann’s unconscious. Incorporating the notion of an uncon- 
scious idea enables von Hartmann to posit the teleological nature of the unconscious. 
While Schelling and Hegel form obvious points of reference for von Hartmann, the simi- 
larities between the “Transcendent Speculation” and The Philosophy of the Unconscious 
are striking. Nevertheless, von Hartmann diverges from Schopenhauer’s general thesis 
that the will is blind. 


An opening for the true, absolutely unconscious idea is certainly offered by the 
system of Schopenhauer, but only at the point where it becomes untrue to itself 
and self-contradictory, when the Idea, which is originally only another kind of im- 
mediate experience of the cerebral intellect, becomes a metaphysical entity pre- 
ceding and conditioning the real individuation.!* 


Schopenhauer is criticized for remaining true to his claim to immanence and for not mak- 
ing more of Plato’s Ideas, a principle from the history of philosophy that Schopenhauer 
uses merely as a didactic device to describe the diversification arising from the unity of 
the one will. Von Hartmann assumes that Schopenhauer was not aware of this inconsis- 
tency. 


But in this he fails to altogether perceive that the unconscious Will eo ipso 
presupposes an unconscious idea as goal, content, or object of itself, without 
which it @.504) would be empty, indefinite, and objectless. Accordingly, in the 
acute and instructive observations on instinct, sexual love, life of the species, etc., 
the unconscious Will acts precisely as if it were bound up with unconscious idea, 
without Schopenhauer knowing or admitting it.!° 


We can see here the notion of teleology—which for von Hartmann leads to a higher stage 
of development, not only in terms of physical complexity, but eventually also of hierarchy 
in a social Darwinist sense—projected onto the world, whereas Schopenhauer saw the 
Platonic Ideas as projections rather than formative principles. Schopenhauer reinterprets 
Platonic Ideas in the sense that the artist does not recognize a Platonic Idea, but creates 
it, he or she constructs an a priori: “ ... the poet on the other hand is like the mathemati- 
cian, who constructs these relations a priori in pure intuition” (WWR1, 273). The key 
phrase “constructed a priori” nullifies or at least substantially devalues the concept of a 
priori. Obviously Schopenhauer intentionally refused to emphasize teleology despite his 
predilection for metaphysical inferences; it could be said that von Hartmann, in contrast, 
did not know when to stop. 


The difference between von Hartmann and Schopenhauer can also be exemplified with 
respect to their views on evolution. Schopenhauer, based on the findings of his time, as- 
sumed that evolution had concluded and that it had consisted not only of gradual incre- 
mental change, but also of developmental leaps. He also had a clear idea of the likely 
path of development, as is evident from a passage in the manuscript remains: “That from 
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inorganic matter the lowest plants, from the spoiling remains of these the lowest animals, 
and from these in turn, and step by step, the higher animals have emerged, is the only 
possible thought” (HN4, 32). 


We must also bear in mind that Schopenhauer had not been able to read Darwin’s Origin 
of Species before his death. Originally published in 1859, it sold out immediately and 
Schopenhauer was unable to obtain a copy. But throughout his life Schopenhauer had fol- 
lowed the progress of the natural sciences with great interest, and his ambivalence on 
this topic is representative of the state of knowledge of his time. Von Hartmann, on the 
other hand, pits his teleological views against Darwin because he decidedly favors the 
idea of leaps in development. Leaps of development are a suitable complement to the 
teleological force of von Hartmann’s unconscious as the universal principle inherent in 
nature, endowed not only with the blind expansive driving thrust of the will but guided by 
the unconscious idea. In numerous variations on a non-theistic theory of intelligent de- 
sign, von Hartmann uses expressions like “systematic harmony,” the “grand unity of the 
purposeful context,”!® of which as “carrier or subject a formative metaphysical drive must 
be assumed,”!” the goal of which is “an entirely different kind of perfection than that re- 
sulting from mere adaptation.”!® Schopenhauer had identified teleology in the “Transcen- 
dent Speculation” as the outcome of human neediness, whereas finality for von Hartmann 
determines causality.!9 He goes as far as stating: “Whoever wants to maintain that the 
causal mechanism is in accordance with natural law and necessity, but still disputes tele- 
ology, does neither understand themselves nor the meaning of the terms.”2° Here we note 
the rhetorical flavor of von Hartmann’s tendentious exposition; the inversion (.505) of 
causality to mean finality is proof to him, and, in many similar instances, he effortlessly 
moves between philosophical synthesis, autodidactic nature study, and rhetoric. Of those, 
nature study, or, more precisely, empirical philosophy of nature developed through meta- 
physical interpretation, constitutes von Hartmann’s enduring legacy. 


While von Hartmann’s main thesis can well be taken as an extrapolation of the teleologi- 
cal aspect of Schopenhauer’s “Transcendent Speculation,” he himself was reserved about 
Schopenhauer as predecessor: “But Iam an opponent of Schopenhauer’s ... abstract 
monism in metaphysics, ... his unhistorical world view, his wavering and contradicting 
standpoints on teleology.””! Despite these qualifications, it has become clear that von 
Hartmann popularized a particular take on Schopenhauer’s will, albeit with new terminol- 
ogy and distinct emphases in his theoretical formations. Nevertheless, many passages in 
The Philosophy of the Unconscious read like excerpts from Schopenhauer’s later works, 
where he referred to the findings of natural science to illustrate the will. Von Hartmann 
seems to paraphrase Schopenhauer’s ideas and to replace the term “will” with the term 
“anconscious,” whether it is in a section entitled “The Unconscious in Instinct” or the 
“The Unconscious in Mysticism,” in an assertion of the unconscious against the psycholo- 
gists of the time? or in the appendix on “The Phenomenology of the Unconscious.” But 
von Hartmann has an ambivalent role in the history of the unconscious because he also 
elevates teleology to a determining principle—for example, in the chapter, “The Uncon- 
scious in History.”*° Still, his interpretative methods were of foremost significance for the 
next generation of thinkers, including Nietzsche and Freud. In von Hartmann’s work, 
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they saw how—through shifts in terminology, the sharpening of minor differences, repeat- 
ed and slight changes of perspective on a problem until it fit the author’s thesis, and, in 
general, the recasting of multiple systems into idiosyncratic forms—a substantial body of 
philosophical thought could be contrived and then promoted as original insight. However, 
at the same time, in the face of an emerging scientific paradigm and von Hartmann’s in- 
sistence on metaphysical speculation to give coherence to the empirical realm, he in- 
creasingly became synonymous with straining the credibility of his theses. 


In this context Friedrich Nietzsche ought to be mentioned as one of von Hartmann’s com- 
petitors. Just like von Hartmann, Nietzsche developed his philosophy in opposition to 
Schopenhauer’s overshadowing influence, but it lacks relevance in terms of the history of 
the unconscious. Friedrich Nietzsche may have been a cultural critic and an advocate of 
the shaping of one’s life rather than being dominated by an ominous unconscious, but he 
rejects the concept of an intelligent unconscious in order to be able to emphasize the im- 
portance of conditioning. 


Noteworthy in the present context is Nietzsche’s adaptation of Schopenhauer’s “Tran- 
scendent Speculation” in a remarkable passage from the Manuscript Remains with the ti- 
tle, “Concerning the Origin of our Valuations,”?* in which he reproduces the main ideas of 
the “Speculation.” The entry ends with suggestive mutterings: “In short, granting that a 
certain conformity of means to end might be demonstrated in the action of nature, with- 
out the assumption of a ruling ego: could not our notion of purposes, and our will, etc., be 
only asymbolic language standing for something quite different—that is ©. 506) to say, 
something not-willing and unconscious?” Whether this “something not-willing and uncon- 
scious” refers to von Hartmann’s unconscious idea recast as Nietzsche’s concept of the 
Ubermensch is anyone’s guess, but this manuscript entry shows that Nietzsche generated 
his own variation of Schopenhauerian themes, just as von Hartmann, Mainlander, and 
Freud had or would. Still, Nietzsche had a limited influence on metapsychological theory 
—and systematic, historical readings of Nietzsche’s works identify a more political thrust 
to his philosophy (e.g., in his rejection of the values of the French Revolution and his radi- 
cal affirmation of hierarchy).?° It is interesting to note, however, that Nietzsche’s philo- 
sophical reception has been dominated by historically decontextualized readings, where- 
as von Hartmann is invariably read as the superseded philosopher of late Imperial Ger- 
many that he was. 


As far as the history of the unconscious is concerned, more recent scholarship highlights 
the role of Philipp Mainlander, a contemporary of von Hartmann and Nietzsche, whose 
defining contribution to the structure of the unconscious forms the subject of the next 
section. 


28.2 Philipp Mainlander 


Philipp Mainlander’s philosophy emphasizes death as the goal of the world and its inhabi- 
tants. This central idea had a distinctive influence on the formation of the idea of the 
death drive, which features in Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure Principle, published in 1920, 


Page 10 of 23 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Unconscious 


after Sabina Spielrein and C. G. Jung had introduced the idea into the canon of psychoan- 
alytical theorems in 1911 and 1912. Unlike von Hartmann, Mainlander did not feel the 
need to distance himself from Schopenhauer. While he was ready to correct him, as is evi- 
dent from the appendix, “Critique of the Teachings of Kant and Schopenhauer,” to his 
main work Philosophy of Salvation (1876),2° he also acknowledged his debt to Schopen- 
hauer: “I therefore freely admit that I stand on the shoulders of Kant and Schopenhauer, 
and that my own philosophy is merely a continuation of each of theirs.”2” Mainlander re- 
futes von Hartmann’s addition of unconscious idea to unconscious will. 


Furthermore, my main attack will furthermore be directed against an alteration 
which Mister von Hartmann has made to Schopenhauer’s brilliant system, where- 
by its foundation has been destroyed. Schopenhauer states quite correctly: “The 
essential feature of my doctrine, which sets it in opposition to everything prior, is 
the complete separation of the will from cognition, both of which the philosophers 
before me considered to be inseparable, or the will to depend on or to be a mere 
function of the cognition, which was seen as the essence of our intelligent 

being” (Will in Nature, 19). Now, Mister von Hartmann had nothing more urgent 
to do than to destroy this magnificent, significant distinction, which had cleared 
an obstacle from the path of genuine philosophy, and to turn the will into a psycho- 
logical principle once again. Why? Because Mister von Hartmann is a romantic 
philosopher. —The only captivating feature of Mister von Hartmann’s philosophy 
is the unconscious. But has he comprehended it more profoundly than Schopen- 
hauer? In no way.?® 


(p. 507) Philipp Mainlander developed his highly original philosophy around what he held 
to be the reason for the dissipation of the one will into many individual wills: the achieve- 
ment of annihilation, the ultimate goal of the universe. This proposition may at first 
glance appear simplistic and unexciting, but Mainlander’s original worldview effectively 
constitutes an application of the concept of entropy, referring to principles that resemble 
the laws of thermodynamics. Everything in the world, including the individual, aspires to 
the stasis of non-being and conflict exists only to further this common goal of annihilation 
through the weakness that results from various struggles. Mainlander elaborates in some 
detail how this principle dominates all forms of existence. Here we limit ourselves to 
some of his observations on the differences between plant, animal, and human life. 


Mainlander argues that the cyclical life of plants shows the will to life alongside the will 
to death. Plants strive for absolute death, but cannot obtain it—hence life is the necessary 
means to death. In the depths of its being, every animal craves annihilation, yet con- 
sciously it fears death: its mind is the condition for perceiving a threat to its life. If sucha 
threat is present, but not perceived, the animal stays calm and does not fear death. Main- 
lander concludes: “Thus, whereas in the plant the will to life stands alongside the will to 
death, in the animal the will to life stands before the will to death and veils it completely: 
the means has stepped in before the end. On the surface, therefore, the animal wants life 
only, it is pure will to life, and it fears death, although, in the depths of its being, death is 
all it wants.”29 In human beings, the will to death is even more obscured: “In man ... the 


Page 11 of 23 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Schopenhauer and the Unconscious 


will to death, the drive of his innermost being, is not simply concealed by the will to life, 
as it is in the animal; rather, it disappears completely in the depths, where it expresses it- 
self, from time to time, only as a deep longing for rest. The will completely loses sight and 
sense of its end and clings merely to the means.”°° 


Thus Mainlander unifies the teleological and thanatological aspects of the “Transcendent 
Speculation”—that is, of death as purpose and determining principle of individual fate 
(via the will)—in the will to death. He takes this point still further by postulating this in- 
evitable and final result as liberation from suffering and salvation: “At the core of the en- 
tire universe the immanent philosopher sees only the deepest longing for absolute annihi- 
lation. For him it is as if he heard, resounding through all the heavenly spheres, the un- 
mistakable cry of: ‘Salvation! Salvation! Death to our life!’ and the comforting answer: 
‘You shall all find annihilation and be redeemed.’ ”?! In order to turn the will to death into 
a key to salvation, Mainlander draws on the Buddhist nirvana, which he had encountered 
in Schopenhauer’s main work. Importantly, Schopenhauer interpreted it as a relative 
nothingness, based on a definition he had read in a chapter on Buddhism by Francis 
Buchanan in the Asiatick Researches, published in 1799. It contains the translation of a 
discourse from the Burmese. The sayadaw (senior Buddhist monk), instructing the king, 
answers the question about the nature of “Nieban” as follows: 


A. “When a person is no longer subject to any of the following miseries, namely, to 
weight [of the body; i.e., birth], old age, disease and death, then he is said to have 
obtained Nieban. No thing, no place, can give us an adequate idea of Nieban: we 
can only say, that to be free from the four abovementioned miseries, and to obtain 
salvation, is Nieban. In the same manner, as when any person labouring under a 
severe (p.508) disease, recovers by the assistance of medicine, we say he has ob- 
tained health: but if any person wishes to know the manner, or cause of his thus 
obtaining health, it can only be answered, that to be restored to health signifies no 
more than to be recovered from disease. In the same manner only can we speak of 
Nieban, and after this manner GODAMA taught.”°? 


“Nieban” is a negative term only in the sense that “health” is a negative term, denoting 
the absence of disease. It signifies the absence of birth, old age, disease, and death. Ina 
similar vein, Schopenhauer declares being, as generally understood, to be worthless and 
nothingness to be in fact the true being: “What is generally accepted as positive, which 
we Call what is and whose negation has its most general meaning in the concept we ex- 
press as nothing. ... If the opposite point of view were possible for us, it would involve re- 
versing the signs and showing that what is being for us is nothing, and what is nothing 
for us is being. But as long as we are ourselves the will to life, we can only recognize and 
indicate the last thing negatively” (WWRI1, 437). Mainlander takes this one step further 
and discards relative nothingness in favor of absolute nothingness, thus—in his terms— 
purifying Schopenhauer’s philosophy of baseless points of reference*? and the Buddha’s 
teaching of the falsifications introduced by hair-splitting disciples.*+ Mainlander’s com- 
mitment to a philosophy of immanence (i.e., of verifiable empiricism) becomes clear in his 
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description of nirvana in the appendix to his main work, where he establishes his defini- 
tion, in contrast to Schopenhauer’s:. 


Nirvana is indeed non-being, absolute annihilation, even though the successors of 
the Buddha tried hard to establish it as something real in contrast to the world, 
sangsara, and to teach a life in it, the life of the rahats [arhants] and Buddhas. Nir- 
vana is not supposed to be a place, and yet the blessed are meant to live there; in 
the death of the liberated ones [i.e., the arhants] every principle of life is suppos- 
edly destroyed and yet the rahats are supposed to live. ... The kingdom of heaven 
after death is, like nirvana, non-being; for if one skips over this world and the life 
in it and speaks of a world which is not this world, and of a life which is not this 
life—where, then, is there a point of reference??? 


According to Mainlander, there is no experience of nirvana before death as this would 
constitute an experience of nothingness in the fullness of life. Yet when he describes sal- 
vation through absolute nothingness, he refers to qualities similar to those by which 
Schopenhauer had described relative nothingness: “ ... beyond the world there is neither 
a place of peace, nor one of torment, there is only nothingness. Whoever enters this noth- 
ingness has neither rest nor movement; as in sleep, he is in no state, but with the impor- 
tant difference that even that does not exist which in sleep is no state: the will is com- 
pletely annihilated.”°° Elsewhere he describes nothingness as “the happiness of sleep, 
which in contrast to the waking state, is stateless and felt through reflection. Transposed 
into eternity, it is absolute death.”°’ Mainlander’s radical secularization of the notion of 
nirvana employs deep sleep as an analogy for nothingness, corrective of metaphysical 
speculation, and transcendent mysteries. Mainlander takes the implication .509) of the 
“Transcendent Speculation” seriously and works his way back from the speculation to the 
real world of experience where non-being and death are synonymous. In a parallel devel- 
opment, he secularizes the nirvana and merges it with death. Unfortunately, Schopen- 
hauer had not made explicit the important role of sensations with respect to the nirvana. 
While he understood them as the basis of the experience of the will for the individual, he 
did not highlight, or was not aware of, the cessation of sensations resulting from sus- 
tained insight into their impermanence as being synonymous with nirvana.*8 
Nevertheless, the profound comprehension of the pull toward equilibrium meant that, for 
Mainlander, the Schopenhauerian triad of will-body-sensation was not just an endless af- 
firmation of the thirst for life, but one with the ultimate goal of complete annihilation. Re- 
garding the individual, this idea is present in Schopenhauer’s “Transcendent Speculation 
on the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate of the Individual” (and in “On the Wisdom of 
Life”), but in Mainlander’s philosophy it encompasses the entire universe, as the one law 
of nature. In contrast to the social Darwinism of von Hartmann and Nietzsche, he com- 
bined it with a philanthropic outlook, an ethics of solidarity with all living beings based on 
the inherent unity of suffering.°° 


To date, Mainlander’s most prominent influence on posterity lies not in the cosmological 
proof of entropy, but in the psychological aspect of the will to death. In Mainlander’s un- 
derstanding, the unconscious of the individual is the result of the rift in the will between 
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a lively facade and a death-seeking core. The conscious mind, being enamored of life and 
the world of experience, exclusively identifies with the will to life. It disowns and repress- 
es the will to death so that the will to death is relegated to the unconscious in the psyche 
of the individual. As Thorsten Lerchner’s detailed study shows, this idea was taken up by 
Sabina Spielrein, who pioneered the transposition of Mainlander’s will to death into 
depth psychology.*° In 1911, Spielrein presented a paper to the Viennese Psychoanalyti- 
cal Society, “Destruction as the Cause of Becoming,” on the conflict between dissipation 
and dissolution on the one hand and stability and continuity on the other, both in the psy- 
chic life of the individual and the life cycle of the species. She relates it to a basic princi- 
ple she calls the death instinct and describes it as the actual driver of psychic life. She 
had come across Mainlander in Elias Metchnikoff’s Studies on the Nature of Man,*! 
where he reviews him as the most consistent of pessimist philosophers. Spielrein’s great 
contribution to psychoanalytic theory, evident in her publications, her notebooks, and her 
correspondence, lies in questioning the premise of a pleasure-seeking unconscious, full of 
zest for life, and complementing it with a detailed exposition of the death drive. As their 
correspondence shows, Spielrein discussed this new perspective with C. G. Jung, who 
promptly included it in his Psychology of the Unconscious in 1912: “The phantasy of the 
world conflagration, of the cataclysmic end of the world in general, is nothing but a 
mythological projection of a personal individual will to death.”*? Jung perceives the “indi- 
vidual will for death,” however, not as a universal principle, but as a means for interpret- 
ing psychotic phantasies.*° Eight years later Freud takes up the topic in Beyond the Plea- 
sure Principle, but he does not seem to have read Mainlander. Instead, he refers to 
Schopenhauer’s “Transcendent Speculation,” as will be discussed in the next section. 


oo 28.3 Sigmund Freud 


Schopenhauer interpreted nirvana as relative nothingness, but Mainlander’s philosophy 
culminates in absolute nothingness, even though both appeal to the Buddha’s teaching 
for verification. Freud also uses the term “Nirvana-principle,” quoting his student Bar- 
bara Low,** who coined it to refer to infantile regression (i.e., the desire to return to a 
prenatal stage in which all needs are met). Freud took up the term, but interpreted it dif- 
ferently. For Freud, it signifies the effect the death drive has on the life force, and in his 
revision of the ideas expressed in Beyond the Pleasure Principle he reaffirms the domi- 
nance of the pleasure principle by concluding that the nirvana-principle constitutes a 
strand of the death drive which had been co-opted by the life forces and thus separated 
from the death drive.*° 


In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, however, Freud explains that the therapeutic practice 
provided overwhelming evidence against the assumption that the pleasure principle was 
the only factor in the psyche. Non-neurotic suffering—for example, in traumatized sol- 
diers and the suffering due to fateful events—ran counter to such an assumption. He also 
observed a compulsion to repeat, or revisit, the traumatic experience, even when it con- 
tained no pleasure. Here he stipulated the search for equilibrium as its motive since the 
return to an equilibrium coincides with the goal of the pleasure principle, which also 
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seeks to reduce stimulus tension through gratification. Freud then draws parallels to the 
dynamic tension which exists between the organic and the inorganic: “If we may assume 
as an experience admitting of no exception that everything living dies from causes within 
itself, and returns to the inorganic, we can only say, ‘The goal of all life is death,’ and, 
casting back, ‘The inanimate was there before the animate.’ ’*° Freud introduces the 
term, “death drive,” for this inner dynamic, and he does so with a reference to Schopen- 
hauer: “ ... thus, without realizing it, we sailed into the harbour of Schopenhauer’s philos- 
ophy, for whom death is the ‘result’ and thus the purpose of life and the sexual urge the 
embodiment of the will to live.”4” Quoting Schopenhauer in this context is less an ac- 
knowledgment of intellectual debt to the “Transcendent Speculation” than a convenient 
means for sidelining Mainlander, Spielrein, and Jung—namely, by going to the source. 
Nevertheless, a greater degree of difference from Schopenhauer and Mainlander was 
needed. This is apparent from the intellectual framework Freud establishes: after sub- 
stantiating the metaphysical idea of an unconscious pull toward death as a powerful prin- 
ciple for life with numerous references to the life sciences of his time (although Freud 
modified his initial stance later to affirm the supremacy of the pleasure principle as the 
“guardian of life”), he proceeds to refute the notions of liberation from attachment 
through insight (Schopenhauer) and of outright salvation through absolute nothingness 
(Mainlander). Hence Freud’s rejection of the idea of perfection, both for individuals and 
humanity as a whole. 


Many of us will also find it hard to abandon our belief that in man himself there 
dwells an impulse toward perfection, which has brought him to his present heights 

(». 511) of intellectual prowess and ethical sublimation, and from which it might be 
expected that his development into superman will be ensured. But I do not believe 
in the existence of such an inner impulse, and I see no way of preserving this 
pleasing illusion. The development of man up to now does not seem to me to need 
any explanation differing from that of animal development, and the restless striv- 
ing toward further perfection which may be observed in a minority of human be- 
ings is easily explicable as the result of that repression of instinct upon which 
what is most valuable in human culture is built. The repressed instinct never ceas- 
es to strive after its complete satisfaction which would consist in the repetition of 
a primary experience of satisfaction: all substitution- or reaction-formations and 
sublimations avail nothing toward relaxing the continual tension; and out of the 
excess of the satisfaction demanded over that found is born the driving momen- 
tum which allows of no abiding in any situation presented to it, but in the poet’s 
words ‘urges ever forward, ever unsubdued’ (Mephisto in ‘Faust’, Act I. Faust’s 
study). The path in the other direction, back to complete satisfaction, is as a rule 
barred by the resistances that maintain the repressions, and thus there remains 
nothing for it but to proceed in the other, still unobstructed direction, that of de- 
velopment, without, however, any prospect of being able to bring the process to a 
conclusion or to attain the goal.*8 
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In short, Freud states that the goal of nirvana cannot be reached (even though the term 
persists as an echo of Mainlander’s reductive notion of nirvana as absolute nothingness). 
Similarly, we find the dynamic Mainlander refers to in the statement just quoted; namely, 
that “the will completely loses sight and sense of its end and clings merely to the 
means”*° contained in Freud’s observation that “ ... out of the excess of the satisfaction 
demanded over that found is born the driving momentum which allows of no abiding in 
any situation presented to it.” Even though Freud does not relate this reflection to the 
death drive, his essay points toward death as the final point of rest, of equilibrium, and, 
we may add, of ultimate satisfaction. However, Freud’s observation about dissatisfaction 
as the generator of the driving momentum of life casts light on a passage by Schopen- 
hauer, who writes of the “cheap trick” which brings forth life from death and of death as 
the repository of life. Schopenhauer wrote about Orcus (the Latin name for Thanatos, the 
Greek god of death) in the last paragraph of “On the Wisdom of Life”: 


Here I cannot take into account Neptune (unfortunately so dubbed through 
thoughtlessness) because I may not call it by its true name which is Eros. 
Otherwise I would show how beginning and end are connected together, namely 
how Eros is secretly related to death. By virtue of this relation, Orcus ... is not on- 
ly the taker but also the giver, and death the great reservoir of life. Therefore 
everything comes from Orcus and everything that now has life has already been 
there—if only we were able to comprehend the cheap trick, by which this hap- 
pens; then everything would be clear. (PP1, 497) 


Freud’s duality of Eros (used as a synonym for the pleasure principle in Beyond the Plea- 
sure Principle) and death drives bears distinct similarities to Schopenhauer’s Orcus as 
the older and greater power in relation to Eros. Here, as elsewhere, Schopenhauer 
breaks off—in the interest of his claim to be taking an immanent, empirically verifiable 

(p.512) approach. But his expression of “death the great reservoir of life” prefigures 
Freud’s statement: “The pleasure-principle seems directly to subserve the death-in- 
stincts.”°° Nevertheless, Freud offers us a valuable clue to understanding the “cheap 
trick” when he emphasizes the dynamic aspects, the friction between death drive and 
pleasure principle that arises from the discrepancy between the levels of satisfaction de- 
manded and attained, as just quoted. 


We note, therefore, that the transformation of Schopenhauer’s will into the concept of the 
unconscious after von Hartmann does not only pertain to the will as the pleasure-seeking 
Id. It has a complement in the will to death, which originates in equal parts from the 
“Transcendent Speculation” and from Schopenhauer’s interpretation of nirvana as rela- 
tive nothingness. Mainlander, adamant about basing his philosophy on verifiable human 
experience, stripped Schopenhauer’s relative nothingness of uncommon, difficult aspects 
while maintaining its transformative force. The latter was in turn renounced by Spielrein, 
Jung, and Freud in order for it to be compatible with psychoanalytic theory. In a nutshell, 
Mainlander renounces Schopenhauer’s relative nothingness as a preposterous piece of 
transcendence while Freud rejects the idea of perfection as a form of infantile regression. 
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In conclusion, it should also be remembered that bodily sensations, which were highly 
significant for Schopenhauer as the immediate manifestations of the will in the human 
body, do not feature prominently in this process of transforming the will into the uncon- 
scious. The unconscious is associated with dreams, slips of the tongue, body language, 
unconscious choices, strong or nagging unpleasant feelings, etc., but not explicitly with 
sensations. Moreover, the unconscious, whether viewed as a mass phenomenon or a high- 
ly individualized one, is often referred to in terms of mental content. This is a problematic 
development because the idea or mental representation successfully obscures the will 
(i.e., bodily sensation) just as the will to life obscures the death drive. Only if sensations 
were understood as the basis of life experience could the riddle which the Buddhist nir- 
vana poses be solved without reductionism. 
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Notes: 


(1.) Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, translated by 
Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 19. 


(2.) The following German language studies are particularly relevant: Becker 1971, Wegn- 
er 1991, Zentner 1995, Godde 1999, Atzert 2005, and, in English, Atzert 2012 (see Fur- 
ther Readings list at the end of this chapter). 


(3.) Arthur Schopenhauer, Schopenhauers Samtliche Werke, edited by Paul Deussen 
(Munchen: Piper Verlag, 1911). Paul Deussen (1848-1919), Indologist and Professor for 
Comparative Religion in Kiel, was introduced to Schopenhauer by Friedrich Nietzsche, 
whom he had met in boarding school. A tireless promoter of Schopenhauer’s philosophy— 
albeit in his own interpretation—he founded the Schopenhauer Society in 1912. 


(4.) Schopenhauer’s concept of the will in those terms can be traced back to the first edi- 
tion of his doctoral thesis, The Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason, but the 
scope of the will gradually came to include all sensations, whether strong or subtle, dur- 
ing the fourth decade of the nineteenth century. On the psychological concept of will, see 
Stephan Atzert, “Leib und Willensbegrundung bei Schopenhauer,” in Philosophie des 
Leibes, edited by Matthias Ko&ler and Michael Jeske (Wurzburg: Konigshausen & Neu- 
mann, 2012), 59-68. This essay has been incorporated into the present chapter. 


(5.) Bernd Dorflinger, “Schopenhauers Philosophie des Leibes,” in Schopenhauer 
Jahrbuch 83 (2002), 43-86, 53. My translation. 


(6.) This is by no means a novel experience for one of Schopenhauer’s works. The essay 
itself was originally published in Parerga and Paralipomena, a collection of essays with 
which Schopenhauer achieved fame in the 1850s, thanks mostly to its final chapter “On 
the Wisdom of Life,” since rediscovered and repackaged as an ever-popular self-help 
guide. 


(7.) Schopenhauer’s “Transcendent Speculation on the Apparent Deliberateness in the 
Fate of the Individual” was translated by E. F. J. Payne, but most passages here are new 
translations from the German by Christian Romuss (Brisbane). They are based on Arthur 
Schopenhauers Werke in Funf Banden, edited by Ludger Lutkehaus (Frankfurt: 
Zweitausendeins, 2006). 
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rianer?” in Schopenhauer und die Schopenhauer-Schule, edited by Fabio Ciraci, Domeni- 
co M. Fazio, and Matthias Kofgler (Konigshausen und Neumann 2009), 189-229. 
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3-93). 
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of cell biology and the notion of cells as carriers of life. As a result, von Hartmann, Niet- 
zsche, and Mainlander assume a multitude of wills. 


(13.) PUI, 24. 
(14.) Ibid., 29. 
(15.) Ibid., 25. 
(16.) PU III, 417. 
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(18.) Ibid., 445. 
(19.) Ibid., 461. 
(20.) Ibid., 470. 
(21.) PU I, Preface, 9. 
(22.) Ibid., 280. 
(23.) Ibid., 327. 


(24.) Friedrich Nietzsche, Nachgelassene Fragemente, Band 10, Winter 1883-1884, in 
Kritische Studienausgabe, edited by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari (Munich/New 
York: de Gruyter, 1980), 653. Translated by Christian Romuss. 


(25.) Domenico Losurdo, Nietzsche, der aristokratische Rebell (Berlin: Argument Verlag/ 
InkriT, 2009). 
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(26.) Philipp Mainlander, Philosophie der Erlosung, Bd. 1 (1876) und Bd. 2 (1886), abbre- 
viated here as PE. Translated by Christian Romuss (Brisbane), who, at the time of publi- 
cation of this chapter, is preparing a complete translation of both volumes of The Philoso- 
phy of Salvation. Note that for Mainlander, salvation does not carry Christian connota- 
tions; it refers to release from suffering. 


(27:) PEA, 362: 
(28.) PE II, 537. 
(29.) PEL 333. 
(30.) Ibid., 334. 
(31.) Ibid., 358. 


(32.) Francis Buchanan, “On the Religion and Literature of the Burmas,” Asiatick Re- 
searches 6 (1799), 266. On the origin of this essay and its reception by Schopenhauer, see 
Stephan Atzert, “Schopenhauer und seine Quellen: Zum Buddhismusbild in den fruhen 
Asiatick Researches,” in Schopenhauer Jahrbuch 88 (2007), 15-27. 


(33.) PE I, 619. 


(34.) PE II, 107. Mainlander’s views are not unusual. Compare Welbon on Caroline A. F. 
Rhys Davids: “For our purposes I shall single out her principal hypothesis: the Pali Canon, 
insofar as it presents a coherent system, presents a monk-dominated, institutional Bud- 
dhism which is discrepant and degenerate from the original message of 

Sakayamuni” (Guy Welbon, The Buddhist Nirvana and Its Western Interpreters. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1968, 241). It is likely that Mainlander, when reading the 
translations of the Rev. Robert Spence Hardy, applied the principles of the historical-criti- 
cal approach which the Tubingen school had developed for the Bible. 


(35.) PE I, 619. 
(36.) Ibid., 350. 
(37.) Ibid., 216. 


(38.) For a discussion on the role of sensations in the teachings of the Buddha, see S. 
Salkin, A Survey of the Use of the Term Vedana (“Sensations”) in the Pali Nikayas (M.Phil. 
Dissertation, University of Sydney, 2005). There we read about the liberated meditator: 
“Tf he feels a pleasant vedana, he understands: ‘It is impermanent; there is no holding to 
it; there is no delight in it.’ If he feels a painful vedana, he understands: ‘It is imperma- 
nent; there is no holding to it; there is no delight in it.’ If he feels a neither-painful-nor- 
pleasant vedana, he understands: ‘It is impermanent; there is no holding to it; there is no 
delight in it.’ If he feels a pleasant vedana, he feels it detached. If he feels a painful 
vedana, he feels it detached. If he feels a neither-painful-nor-pleasant vedana, he feels it 
detached” (MN III, 244, in Salkin, 26). And futher: “[He] understands vedana, and the 
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arising of vedana, and where they cease, and the path leading to (their) destruction” (SN 
IV 204, in Salkin, 33). Thus the puzzling riddle, which the nirvana posed to generations of 
scholars, cannot be resolved by Mainlander’s reductionism. 


For a comparison of the role of sensations in Schopenhauer and the teachings of the Bud- 
dha, see Stephan Atzert, “Zur Rolle der Korperempfindungen fur Schopenhauers Willens- 
begriff und in den Lehrreden des Buddha (gema& der Textuberlieferung des Theravada- 
Buddhimus),” in Schopenhauer und die Philosophie Indiens, edited by Matthias Ko ler 
(Wiesbaden: Harassowitz, 2007), 24-38. 


(39.) For an overview of Mainlander’s philosophy, see Beiser, 201-28. 


(40.) Thorsten Lerchner, Mainlander-Reflexionen. Quellen. Kontext. Wirkung (Wurzburg: 
Konigshausen & Neumann, 2016), 87. 


(41.) Elias Metschnikoff, Studien uber die Natur des Menschen (Leipzig: Veit & Comp, 
1904), 248f. 


(42.) C. G. Jung (1912), Psychology of the Unconscious: A Study of the Transformations 
and Symbolisms of the Libido, a Contribution to the History of the Evolution of Thought, 
translated by B. M. Hinkle (New York: Moffat, Yard, 1916), 481. As Lerchner explains, 
Jung mentions his intellectual debt to Sabina Spielrein regarding the death drive from the 
fourth edition onward (Lerchner, 75) and also stated later that his student Spielrein had 
developed the idea of the death drive, taken up later by Freud (Lerchner, 88). 


(43.) Lerchner, 101. 


(44.) Barbara Low, Psycho-Analysis. A Brief Account of the Freudian Theory (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Howe, 1920) 75. 


(45.) Sigmund Freud, “Das dkonomische Problem des Masochismus” (1924), in Sigmund 
Freud, Gesammelte Werke (Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1999, Vol. XIII), 
373. 


(46.) Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), translated by C. J. M. Hub- 
back (Vienna: The International Psycho-Analytical Press, 1922), 47. 


(47.) Ibid., 63. I have discussed this influence in greater detail in “Zwei Aufsatze uber 
Leben und Tod: Sigmund Freuds ‘Jenseits des Lustprinzips’ und Arthur Schopenhauers 
‘Transscendente Spekulation tber die anscheinende Absichtlichkeit im Schicksal des 
Einzelnen.’” An English synopsis of the main argument can be found in the second case 
study in “Schopenhauer and Freud,” in A Companion to Schopenhauer, edited by Bart 
Vandenabeele (London: Wiley, 2012), 317-32. 


(48.) Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 52. 


(49.) PE I, 334. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter places the reception of Schopenhauer in fin de siécle Austria in its historical 
context before considering in more detail various areas of intellectual and cultural life 
where the impact of Schopenhauer has been or may be detected. These include music, 
Freud and psychoanalysis, gender and misogyny (Weininger and Sacher-Masoch), litera- 
ture (Karl Kraus, Hofmannsthal, Schnitzler, Rudolf Kassner, and Hermann Broch), philos- 
ophy (Fritz Mauthner and Wittgenstein), and visual art (Klimt). Some critics have placed 
considerable emphasis on the influence of Schopenhauer in these areas, whereas others 
see his impact as less significant. The chapter concludes by considering Schopenhauer 
from a characterological angle, arguing that, to the extent that the thinkers, writers, and 
painters of fin de siecle Austria regarded their intellectual, cultural, and artistic deeds as, 
in Schopenhauer’s words, “the impression or copy of the character, the mirror of the 
will,” they were participating in his project of “looking into this mirror” and 
“recogniz[ing] our innermost self, the kernel of our will.” In this respect it is legitimate to 
speak of a deep affinity between Schopenhauer and fin de siecle Austria, one that is far 
more significant than any specific details of his reception. 


Keywords: fin de siécle, pessimism, music, psychoanalysis, gender, misogyny, literature, Austria, visual art, charac- 
terology. 


30.1 Historical and Intellectual Background 


The period of Austrian history known as the fin de siecle can be said to have begun with 
the post-revolutionary world that effectively brought the Biedermeier or Vormarz period 
to its end. The Revolutions of 1848 which began (hence the term Vormdrz) in March of 
that year represented both nationalist and liberal resistance to the conservative policies 
of Metternich that had implemented the systematic censorship of a police state. 
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The Austro-Prussian War of 1866 resulted in the Dual Monarchy, established to consoli- 
date the position of the Emperor Franz Joseph I. He presided over a period characterized 
by the twin growth of nationalism and liberalism that saw economic expansion and a 
flourishing of culture, earning it the title of the Belle Epoque. Under the reign of Franz 
Joseph, the monumental construction of the Ringstrafe began in Vienna (completed in 
1865). The resignation of several artists from their national association saw the founding 
of a movement that came to be known as the Vienna Secession, represented by such fa- 
mous names as Gustav Klimt, Oskar Kokoschka, and Egon Schiele, and the development 
of a new aesthetic. In architecture, this new aesthetic was represented by Otto Wagner 
and Joseph Maria Olbrich (who designed the Secession Building in Vienna, built to house 
exhibitions of these break-away artists). In terms of music, the age of late Romanticism 
represented by Johann Strauss, not to mention Franz Schubert and Ludwig van 
Beethoven, gave way to a new avant-garde aesthetic that became increasingly radical— 
the ultra late Romanticism of Gustav Mahler and Anton Bruckner, and then the mod- 
ernism of the Second Viennese School (Arnold Schoenberg, Anton Webern, Alban Berg). 


(p. 536) Yet not all was well: a major stock market crash induced the Panic of 1873, a fi- 
nancial crisis that provoked the Long Depression, plunging Austria, Europe, and the 
world into economic recession for a decade. And as the expression fin de siécle implies, 
the beginning of a new world inevitably involves the end of an old one, and the rapid so- 
cial and political change of the years left opposing options open: the optimistic belief in 
progress and a more differentiated, pessimistic appraisal. For this second option, various 
European thinkers were available as spokesmen: Bénédict Morel (1809-1873) and Max 
Nordau (1849-1923) with their respective theories of dégénérescence or Entartung, for 
instance, or Philip Mainlander (1841-1876) and his Philosophy of Redemption (1876, 
1886) that proclaimed “the insight that non-being is better than being” to be the supreme 
moral principle.! The godfather of all pessimistic systems is usually considered to be 
Arthur Schopenhauer, but is it valid to apply the term “pessimism” to him? 


Schopenhauer briefly considers the question of whether his philosophy is pessimistic in 
The World as Will and Representation (WWR1), but he rejects the charge because his sys- 
tem “starts from the universal and is conducted a priori” (WWR1)p}, 324). While maintain- 
ing that “all life is suffering” (WWR1)(p), 310), he concedes in volume 2 that an anecdote 
told by a traveler to Java of how a squirrel is drawn, as if by magic, by a snake right into 
its jaws serves “as an argument for pessimism” (WWR2)p), 356). In WWR2, §17, he notes 
that “the fundamental difference of all religions” is not whether they are monotheistic, 
polytheistic, pantheistic, or atheistic, but “whether they are optimistic or pessimistic,” 
defining these terms to mean “whether they present the existence of this world as justi- 
fied by itself” or “as something which can be conceived only as the consequence of our 
guilt”—and hence “really ought not to be” (WWR2)/p;, 170). At the same time, whether 
Schopenhauer’s system is ultimately pessimistic or not must surely remain in doubt? for it 
does appear to offer some form of redemption—through art. 
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The philosophical outlook of Austria of the fin de siécle was not naturally inclined to 
Schopenhauer, given his credentials as a philosophical Idealist. The essentially anti-Ideal- 
ist, anti-Kantian tone of Catholic southern Europe’s philosophical temperament was set 
by Bernard Bolzano (1781-1848), a Prague philosopher known as the Bohemian Leibniz. 
Trained in the Leibniz-Wolff school of philosophy, Bolzano rejected Kant’s transcendental 
philosophy and Hegel’s Idealism alike, even if one of his main works, Wissenschaftslehre 
(1837), recalled the title of a very different work by Fichte. In its focus on the relationship 
of language, thought, and logic, Bolzano’s embrace of philosophical Realism and rejection 
of transcendental philosophy and Idealism reflects, in the view of Peter Kampitz, a funda- 
mental characteristic of Austrian philosophizing.* And yet, as David S. Luft has argued, 
not only did Kant and his successors eventually come to dominate the intellectual scene 
in Austria, but Schopenhauer had “certain affinities” with the Austrian worldview: name- 
ly, Schopenhauer’s anti-Hegelianism and anti-historicism; his “static and ahistorical” 
view; and his overall outlook was congenial to “the ethic of resignation and quietism” that 
actually underlay Austrian philosophical optimism.* From 1860 onward, Schopenhauer 
was a palpable influence in the cultural life of fin de siecle Austria. 


At the beginning of their study of fin de siécle Austria entitled Wittgenstein’s Vienna 
(1973), Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin point out that the origins of twelve-tone music, 

(p- 537) modern architecture, legal and logical positivism, nonrepresentational painting, 
and psychoanalysis not only coincided with each other but also with a revival of interest 
in Kierkegaard—and Schopenhauer.° One anecdote serves to illustrate this intriguing in- 
terconnection of intellectual developments: a shared interest in Kantian philosophy that 
prompted Gustav Mahler to present the conductor Bruno Walter with the collected works 
of Schopenhauer as a Christmas gift. 


30.2 Music 


In fact there is a good reason to argue that music served as a conduit for the increasingly 
lively engagement with Schopenhauer in intellectual, artistic, and literary circles in Aus- 
tria in general and Vienna in particular, and this is perhaps not surprising given the sig- 
nificance of music within Schopenhauer’s philosophy as offering an aesthetic means of di- 
rect access to the metaphysical will (see WWR1, §52). In this respect the major protago- 
nist should be seen as Richard Wagner (1813-1883), on the composition of whose Ring 
cycle of operas the discussion of tragedy in Schopenhauer’s WWRI1, §51, exercised a 
strong influence—and one that served as a corrective to the optimistic deification of hu- 
mankind found in Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872).° As Wagner himself wrote, “For those 
seeking in philosophy their justification for political and social agitation on behalf of the 
so-called ‘free individual,’ there was no sustenance whatever here, where what was de- 
manded was the absolute renunciation of all such methods of satisfying the claims of the 
human personality .... From now on this book never left me entirely through the years, 
and by the summer of [1854?] I had already gone through it for the fourth time.”” 
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Although not an Austrian, Wagner’s significance lies in his musical propagation of 
Schopenhauerian thinking, including (and especially) in Vienna. 


In The Gay Science (§99), Nietzsche listed the chief doctrines of Schopenhauer that he re- 
garded as influential in the nineteenth century, especially on Wagner,® and, in The Case of 
Wagner (84), he colorfully characterized the change in philosophical tone that takes place 
in The Ring in the course of Siegfried as follows: “What happened? A misfortune. The ship 
struck a reef; Wagner was stuck. The reef was Schopenhauer’s philosophy; Wagner was 
stranded on a contrary world view ... . So he translated the Ring into Schopenhauer’s 
terms. Everything goes wrong, everything perishes, the new world is as bad as the old: 
the nothing, the Indian Circe beckons.”9 At the same time, it is worth noting that 
Schopenhauer himself ignored Wagner’s attempts at contact, including an invitation to 
Zurich and involvement with a proposal to create a chair in Schopenhauerian philosophy 
at Zurich University; indeed, he did not even like The Ring, as Wagner later discovered to 
his immense disappointment.!° The chief aspect of Schopenhauer’s philosophy on which 
Nietzsche here focuses, its alleged pessimism, was obviously one of the key characteris- 
tics of his influence in fin de siécle Austria, together with his emphasis on the cognitive 
value of aesthetic experience (i.e., the power of art)—although which of these is the more 
significant remains debatable. 


33) 30.3 Freud and Psychoanalysis 


One of the great movements to emerge from fin de siécle Vienna was psychoanalysis, al- 
though its founder, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), seems to have been keen to downplay 
the significance Schopenhauer may have had for his theories. For Thomas Mann (1875- 
1955), however, the significance of Schopenhauer for psychoanalysis was obvious: 
“Schopenhauer, as a psychologist of the will, is the father of all modern psychology: from 
him there runs, via the psychological radicalism of Nietzsche, a straight line to Freud and 
to those who developed his depth psychology and applied it to the humanities.” Mann de- 
clared this in an essay of 1938, adding that “Nietzsche’s anti-intellectualism and anti- 
Socratism is nothing other than a philosophical affirmation and glorification of 
Schopenhauer’s discovery of the primacy of the will, his pessimistic insight into the sec- 
ondary and subservient relation of the intellect to the will.”!! 


Indeed, one of Freud’s predecessors, Richard Krafft-Ebing (1840-1902), had used first 
Schiller, then Schopenhauer as his starting-point in his Foreword to the first edition of 
Psychopathia sexualis (1886), noting that Schopenhauer (in WWR2, ch. 44) had consid- 
ered it surprising that love—“a matter that generally plays so important a part in the life 
of man”—has hitherto “been almost entirely disregarded by philosophers, and lies before 
us as araw and untreated material,” with the exceptions of Plato, Rousseau, and Kant 
(WWR2)p}, 532).!2 While Krafft-Ebing agreed with the analysis attributed to Schopen- 
hauer that, “as a result of senile dementia, the abnormally excited and perverse instinct 
may be directed exclusively to persons of the same sex,”!* he rejected the suggestion also 
attributed to Schopenhauer that “nature seeks to prevent old men (i.e., over fifty years of 
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age) from begetting children ... [by] turn[ing] the sexual instinct in old men toward their 
14 


own sex. 
For his part, however, Freud always downplayed the significance of Schopenhauer for the 
development of psychoanalysis. In “On the History of the Psychoanalytic Move- 

ment” (1914), Freud insisted that the theory of repression—“the corner-stone on which 
the whole structure of psychoanalysis rests”—came to him “quite independently of any 
other source”: “I know,” he claimed, “of no outside impression which might have suggest- 
ed it to me, and for a long time I imagined it to be entirely original, until Otto Rank[!°] 
showed us a passage in Schopenhauer’s World as Will and Idea, in which the philosopher 
seeks to give an explanation of insanity.”!® Ten years or so later, in “An Autobiographical 
Study” (1925), Freud reiterated that “the large extent to which psychoanalysis coincides 
with the philosophy of Schopenhauer—not only did he assert the dominance of the emo- 
tions and the supreme importance of sexuality but he was even aware of the mechanism 
of repression—is not to be traced to my acquaintance with his teaching,” and added: “I 
read Schopenhauer very late in my life.”!” 


Yet in a short paper entitled “The Resistances to Psychoanalysis” written at the same 
time, Freud seemed to concede the priority of Schopenhauer, writing that the views of 
psychoanalytic theory were “not entirely new” and that “the incomparable significance 

(p. 539) of sexual life had been proclaimed by the philosopher Schopenhauer in an in- 
tensely impressive passage.”!® The passage in question, it has been suggested, is WWR2, 
chapter 42, entitled “The Life of the Species.”!9 In this chapter, Schopenhauer argues 
that “the sexual impulse is the kernel of the will-to-live, and consequently the concentra- 
tion of all willing ... therefore, I have called the genitals the focus of the will,” and he de- 
clares “indeed, it may be said that man is concrete sexual impulse” (WWR2/p), 512). At 
the same time, Freud had identified Schopenhauer as an intellectual predecessor of the 
notion of Thanatos or the death-drive, an idea Freud had introduced in 1920 in Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle as a counteracting force to sexuality or Eros: in positing the exis- 
tence of two “instinctual impulses,” the life instincts and the death instincts, Freud con- 
ceded he had “unwittingly steered [a] course into the harbour of Schopenhauer’s philoso- 
phy,” since for him death is the “true result and to that extent the purpose of life” (cf. 
PP1,p}, 197).2° 


In her account dated February 23, 1913, of a visit to Freud’s house, Lou Andreas-Salomé 
(1861-1937) related how she and Freud had discussed “his resistance to pure philoso- 
phy” and “his notion that it is really essential to struggle against the need peculiar to 
thinkers for an ultimate unity in things, recognizing this need as the product of a pro- 
foundly anthropomorphic root and custom and, furthermore, as a possible hindrance or 
distraction in the detailed research of positive science.”2! In turn, in a letter to Lou An- 
dreas-Salomé of August 1, 1919, where Freud signaled that he was working on Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle by saying that “for my old age I have chosen the theme of death,” 
he remarked how he had “stumbled on a remarkable notion based on my theory of the in- 
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stincts” and now had to read “all kind of things relevant to it,” claiming that he was read- 
ing Schopenhauer “for the first time”—or so he wrote.?? 


In some respects Freud was right to distance himself from Schopenhauer. Although 
Richard Wollheim has compared Freud’s conception of a “bodily ego” to Schopenhauer’s 
notion of the will,?? Freud regards it as characteristic of the “primitive” mental state to 
project feelings into a bodily form, whereas Schopenhauer argues that the will does not 
just represent itself as bodily form—thanks to the principium individuationis that struc- 
tures our perception in space and time, the will actually is represented in bodily form. 
And although R. K. Gupta has highlighted the “striking similarity” between, on the one 
hand, the Schopenhauerian will, and, on the other, Freud’s concept of the id (das Es), as 
“the real driving force behind [human] action in the dark depths of the unconscious,”?4 
the id is a function of the individual human psyche, whereas the Will is a universal, 
supraindividual force. 


Overall one could assess Schopenhauer’s contributions to the development of psycho- 
analysis as residing in his emphasis on desire. In WWR1, Schopenhauer describes the 
genitals as “the real focus of the will” and as “the life-preserving principle assuring to 
time endless life” (WWR1;p), 330) and in WWR2, chapter 42 (“The Life of the Species”), 
he writes that “the sexual impulse” is “the desire that constitutes even the very nature of 
man,” as “the most complete manifestation of the will-to-live, its most distinctly ex- 
pressed type” and as “the most vehement of cravings, the desire of desires, the concen- 
tration of all our willing” (WWR2)p), 512-14). More fundamental, however, is 
Schopenhauer’s emphasis on unconscious motivation. In WWR2, chapter 14 (“On the As- 
sociation of .540) Ideas”), he compares consciousness to “a sheet of water of some 
depth” and maintains that “the distinctly conscious ideas are merely the 

surface” (WWR2)/p), 135). Finally, there is an important affinity of temperament between 
Schopenhauer and Freud. At the end of WWR2, chapter 45 (“On the Affirmation of the 
Will-to-Live”), Schopenhauer asks the question, “Is the game worth the 

candle?” (WWR2)p), 572), answering, in the following chapter (“On the Vanity and Suffer- 
ing of Life”), it would seem, in the negative: “The present is always inadequate, but the 
future is uncertain, and the past irrecoverable” (WWR2)/p), 573). It is entirely in line with 
this outlook that Freud, in the conclusion to an early paper on “The Psychotherapy of 
Hysteria” (1893), described the goal of therapy as being to “transform hysterical misery 
into common unhappiness.”2° 


30.4 Gender and Misogyny 


In his (in)famous essay on women, Schopenhauer described women as “the stunted, nar- 
row-shouldered, broad-hipped and short-legged sex,”2° thereby earning himself a reputa- 
tion as one of the great philosophical misogynists of all time. Even though 
Schopenhauer’s dismissal of women as “the unaesthetic sex” is implicitly a defense of the 
artistic values of Greek antiquity, his argument is no more acceptable. Yet even 
Schopenhauer’s anti-female diatribe was outstripped by that of Otto Weininger (1880- 
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1903), the author of Sex and Character (1903). This work, an “abstruse mixture of biologi- 
cal theories and Platonic conceptions,”2’ gained massive popularity after its author’s sui- 
cide (in the house where Beethoven had died) and represents an even more extreme ver- 
sion of Schopenhauer’s or Nietzsche’s misogyny.2° On one occasion, Weininger praises 
Schopenhauer for his “infinitely profound, lasting insight” that “soul, personality, charac- 
ter is ... identical with the free will or at least that the will coincides with the ego insofar 
as the latter is considered in relation to the absolute.”*9 Overall Weininger is indebted to 
Schopenhauer in two respects: first and most obviously, his misogyny, and second, his Pla- 
tonism. 


The Platonic Ideas play an important role in Schopenhauer’s philosophical system as 
helping to explain why the phenomenal world is characterized by multiplicity whereas the 
noumenal world is identified with the one, single, universal Will. Weininger drew on the 
Platonic myth of the Symposium that male and female were ideal types that were forever 
seeking to unite, but in vain, and modified it by presenting male and female as inimically 
opposed: the female is entirely focused on sexuality, but the male is only in part. Conse- 
quently, the female is constitutionally incapable of intellect, ethics, logic, value, and the 
desire for immortality; in this way, Weininger takes Schopenhauer’s misogyny to new 
heights (or new depths). But other Schopenhauerian approaches to the feminine were 
possible. 


Born in Lemberg (now Lviv), the capital of the Kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria (now 
part of Ukraine, but formerly a province of the Austrian Empire), Leopold von Sacher- 
Masoch (1836-1895)—whose father had been ennobled by the Austrian .541) Emperor 
—is probably best known today as the author of Venus in Furs (1870). This novella was in- 
tended to form part of what turned out to be an unfinished cycle, entitled The Legacy of 
Cain (Love, 1870; Property, 1877; to be followed by further volumes provisionally entitled 
The State, War, Work, and Death), and formed part of its first volume dedicated to 

“Jove” —or more precisely sexuality—a highly Schopenhauerian theme. 


In The Wanderer, Sacher-Masoch’s prologue to this epic cycle, a number of other 
Schopenhauerian themes are struck: the world as a place of “painful testing,” pleasure as 
nothing more than “a redemption from gnawing desire,” and the figure of the hermit as a 
symbol of renunciation and the triumph of knowledge over the will.°° Sacher-Masoch 
agrees with Schopenhauer that “pain as such is inevitable and essential to life” (WWR1/p}, 
315) and affirms “the fact that all happiness is only of a negative, not a positive nature, 
and that for this reason it cannot be a lasting satisfaction and gratification, but always de- 
livers us only from a pain or want that must be followed either by a new pain or by lan- 
guor, empty longing, and boredom” (WWR1)p), 320). Sacher-Masoch’s work illustrates 
Schopenhauer’s thesis of “the impossibility of attaining lasting satisfaction and the nega- 
tive nature of all happiness,” the inevitable conclusion from the view that “the will, whose 
objectification is human life like every phenomenon, is a striving without aim or 

end” (WWR1)p), 320-21). 
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Schopenhauer’s essentially negative representation of the female and the feminine finds 
its counterpart in the figure of the Magna Mater in Ludwig Anzengruber’s short story 
with a prehistoric setting, Jaggernaut (c. 1865) or the various “cruel women” that popu- 
late Sacher-Masoch’s writings, from Catherine the Great (in the collection of novellas 
placed under her name)?! to the whip-bearing, fur-clad Wanda of Venus in Furs. As the 
narrator of The Capitulant (or The Man Who Re-Enlisted), the second part of volume 1 of 
The Legacy of Cain, puts it, “everything yields to necessity, everything living feels how 
sad existence is and nevertheless each struggles desperately to stay alive and the human 
being struggles with nature and with fellow humans, and the man with the woman and 
even their love is only a struggle for existence.”°2 Sacher-Masoch’s literary work reflects 
the foregrounding of sexuality in the work of Schopenhauer, for whom not just every plant 
and every animal but every individual human being are “concrete sexual impulse” and for 
whom “the sexual impulse is therefore the most complete manifestation of the will-to-live, 
its most distinctly expressed type” (WWR2)/p), 514) and who devoted an entire chapter to 
“The Metaphysics of Sexual Love” (WWR2, chapter 44). Similarly, Sacher-Masoch’s “The 
Wanderer” echoes the Schopenhauerian theme of renunciation, embodied in the figure of 
the wanderer, even if it is for his descriptions of sexual ecstasy and sexual excess that 
Sacher-Masoch is otherwise justly celebrated.°? 


30.5 Literature 


As Dietmar Goltschnigg has argued, the worldview of the bourgeoisie was shaped after 
the failed revolution of 1848 by primarily two contradictory tendencies: where it main- 
tained an unbroken optimism, it had recourse to Feuerbach; where it descended into 

(p. 542) skeptical-pessimistic resignation, it found a leading teacher in Schopenhauer. 
Since the 1860s, a pessimistic outlook had been decisively determining the cultural and 
political consciousness alike of the conservative bourgeoisie or middle classes.*4 Yet, ac- 
cording to Burkhard Bittrich, the influence of Schopenhauer on Austrian thought (not 
least because of the absorption of Schopenhauerian and Darwinian ideas by such writers 
as Ferdinand von Saar and Sacher-Masoch) was even greater than the events of 1848.°° 
In the wake of the stock market crash of 1873, the optimistic belief in progress began to 
decline at the same time as the liberal era in Austria came to an end in 1879, reflected in 
a growing skepticism that articulated itself as an adoption of Schopenhauerian pes- 
simism.*° In times such as those, parody and satire flourished, and nowhere more than in 
Vienna. 


According to Edward Timms, the philosopher whom Karl Kraus (1874-1936)—that “apoc- 
alyptic satirist”—most admired was Schopenhauer, despite the sharp contrast in their 
personalities.°” Indeed, on Janik and Toulmin’s account, “if Kraus’s views have a philo- 
sophical ancestry, this comes most assuredly from Schopenhauer,” and as a significant 
point of affinity between the two they identify Schopenhauer’s view on gender, which had 
been such an influence on Weininger, even if Kraus’s view was less devastatingly nega- 
tive.2° For Kraus and his admirers, the Krausians, Schopenhauer’s influence and populari- 
ty was due not least to “the epigrammatic punch and elegant literary style which set him 
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off from his academic and professional colleagues in philosophy,” especially the 
Hegelians.*9 In Die Fackel, the satirical journal or “anti-newspaper” which Kraus pub- 
lished and largely wrote himself between 1899 and 1936, Schopenhauer was mentioned 
on numerous occasions (see Adamy 1985, who points out that Kraus was a highly critical 
reader of Schopenhauer),*° including one text called “The World as Representation” (Die 
Fackel 18, nos. 426-30 [June 15, 1916]), a satire on military claims that had been made by 
the Chief of Staff of the Italian Army, Luigi Cadorna. 


Consulting the Austrian Academy Corpus digital edition of Die Fackel suggests Schopen- 
hauer was mentioned on around 150 occasions (i.e., not particularly often over a period 
of thirty-seven or so years), but Schopenhauer’s influence is more often felt in the use of 
such vocabulary and terminology as “will” and “representation” and in an acerbic, satiri- 
cal writing tone of writing that may certainly be said to be analogous to Schopenhauer’s. 
Kraus’s attitude toward women in general and prostitutes (who played an important so- 
cial role in the life of fin-de-siécle Vienna) in particular differed from Schopenhauer’s: in 
fact, Kraus considered prostitutes to be more heroic than soldiers.*! 


As Peter Sprengel has suggested, the pantheistic view of nature as an essentially benevo- 
lent locus of harmony between all beings (including humans), as found in the monistic 
celebration of a self-regulating nature offered by Ernest Haeckel’s General Morphology of 
the Organisms (1866), began to give way, under the combined influence of Schopenhauer 
and Darwin, to a darker vision of nature as a site of interminable conflict.*2 
Foreshadowed in Werther’s letter of August 18, in Goethe’s novel The Sufferings of Young 
Werther with its reference to the “consuming power of nature,” in the notion in Romantic 
Naturphilosophie of an “evil principle” in nature, and in Henrich Steffen’s remarks in his 
Christian Religion-Philosophy about the “terrible passion” and the .543) “anger, un- 
bounded wrath” of some mammals, this view found its classic expression in Schopen- 
hauer.*? In WWRI1, §27, for instance, Schopenhauer writes that “everywhere in nature we 
see contest, struggle, and the fluctuations of victory,” citing the ichneumon fly, the hydra, 
and the Australian bull-dog ant as examples of nature’s savage cruelty (WWR1)p), 146- 
47). 


In his essay “By the Grave of a Suicide or the Despair of the Cheerful and the Cheerful- 
ness of the Despairing” (1875), the Austrian writer Ferdinand Kurnberger (1821-1879) 
turns against the optimistic outlook that expects life to have meaning and one’s subjec- 
tive wishes to find fulfilment.*4 In other essays from the 1860s and 1870s, Kiirnberger 
makes repeated reference to the “princely” or “masterful” Schopenhauer, praising the 
“teachings of the master” and the “intellectually weighty tree-top” of WWR.*° And on two 
occasions, Kurnberger explicitly thematized the affinity of Schopenhauer and Darwin, in 
an essay on “The Axes of Optimism and Pessimism” (1867) and in a review (1877) ofa 
study by Emerich du Mont (b. 1846-1911) of Progress in the Light of the Doctrines of 
Schopenhauer and Darwin (1876).*° Yet is Kurnberger typical in this respect of Austrian 
writers? David Luft has suggested that Schopenhauer seems to have been “little more 
than a backdrop” for some leading figures in fin de siécle Austria.*” 
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For instance, Arthur Schnitzler (1862-1931) told Olga Waissnix on September 26, 1886, 
that he was “throwing himself into the philosophers” by becoming a friend of Kant and 
“especially Schopenhauer.”“® Yet, two years later, he responded to Olga’s enthusiastic 
praise for Schopenhauer with a critique of his doctrine of renunciation.*9 And some twen- 
ty years later, in a letter of 1917 to Richard Beer-Hofmann (1866-1945), Schnitzler ex- 
pressed an idiosyncratic skepticism about philosophy in general, adding that “it is not 
that I ‘underestimate’ philosophy—it’s just that I rank it differently from how its adepts 
usually like to.”°° Nevertheless, Ivett Guntersdorfer has identified a Schopenhauerian in- 
fluence on two of Schnitzler’s best-known novellas, Die Toten schweigen (1897) and Leut- 
nant Gustl (1900), in their treatment of the theme of honor.°! The concept of honor was 
described by Schopenhauer as having an “objective” side (because it is “other people’s 
opinion of what we are worth”) and a “subjective” one (“the respect we pay to this opin- 
ion”) (PP1,p), 364 [translation modified]). Of course, Schopenhauer’s belief that “it is part 
of a man’s honour to resent a breach of the marriage tie on the part of his wife, and to 
punish it, at the very least by separating from her” (PP1,p), 369) reflects precisely the sort 
of value system that Schnitzler, in his works, was seeking to question. 


Then again, in 1891, Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874-1929) had told a correspondent 
(once again, Beer-Hofmann) that he, too, was reading Schopenhauer,” although the 
sparseness of subsequent references to him suggests that Hofmannsthal may have shared 
the kind of antipathy toward the philosopher that was expressed by Schnitzler in a letter 
to Hofmannsthal in 1895. Here Schnitzler described Schopenhauer as someone for whom 
it is “as though the world had ceased to exist ... once he had summarized it in a 
formula,”°? which is in some ways a fairly accurate summary of Schopenhauer’s position 
in the concluding sentences of WWR1.°4 Later, Hofmannsthal found an direct route of 
sorts into Schopenhauer, thanks to reading Mysticism, the Artists, and Life (1900) by 
Rudolf Kassner (1873-1959), as Hofmannsthal declared in a letter to Kassner of (. 544 
December 22(?), 1901: “Never were continuous thoughts of Schopenhauer, of Nietzsche 
or others like them, capable of giving me such inner happiness, such illumination of my 
self right into its very depths, such an understanding of why one writes poetry, of what is 
happening when one writes poetry, and what it has to do with existence.”°° 


In fact, as David Luft has suggested, Kassner and his like—the essayists, novelists, and 
thinkers who “reached creative maturity” in the first decade of the twentieth century, 
such as Karl Kraus (1874-1936), Martin Buber (1878-1965), Grete Meisel-Hess (1879- 
1922), Otto Weininger (1880-1903), Robert Musil (1880-1942), Ferdinand Ebner (1882- 
1931), Hermann Broch (1886-1951), and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951)—were re- 
sponsible for the sudden surge in “philosophical irrationalism” represented by Schopen- 
hauer as well as by Nietzsche and by Kierkegaard in fin de siécle Austria.°® As 
Hofmannsthal’s remark to Kassner suggests, however, what provoked such a deep fasci- 
nation with Schopenhauer and Nietzsche was their aesthetic theories. 


In Mysticism, the Artists, and Life, Kassner identified the following maneuver by Schopen- 
hauer as key to understanding his influence on shaping the modern conception of the in- 
dividual, as reflected in Nietzsche, Jens Peter Jacobsen (1847-1885), Henri-Frédéric 
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Amiel (1821-1881) Maurice Maeterlinck, Gabriel d’Annunzio, and Max Klinger (among 
others).°’ In the final chapter of WWR2, entitled “Epiphilosophy,” Schopenhauer says: 
“From the most ancient times, man has been called the microcosm. I have reversed the 
proposition, and have shown the world as the macranthropos” (WWR»jp), 642). On this ac- 
count, will and representation exhaust the true nature of the world and of the human indi- 
vidual alike, and Austrian modernity reflects this sense that, by investigating the individ- 
ual, one is discovering the world as well. 


There is a continuity between the Schopenhauerian tenor of fin de siécle Austria and the 
more explicit engagement with Schopenhauer’s philosophy to be found in its leading 
Modernists. For instance, Manfred Durzak has argued that Hermann Broch (1886-1951) 
found his way to Plato and to Kant via Schopenhauer and that Schopenhauer conditioned 
Broch’s conception of art as essentially metaphysical in function.°® An example of how 
Broch’s great novel, The Death of Virgil (1945), bears witness to this interest is its appro- 
priation and conflation of two Schopenhauerian images: first, the relation between micro- 
cosm and macrocosm, and second, the predicament of human existence as being like a 
man in a boat (WWRI1, 863). In this episode, the protagonist attains to a key Schopen- 
hauerian insight into the nature of existence: “He himself as he lay here was image, and 
steering toward the most real reality, carried by invisible waves, immersed in them, the 
image of the ship was his own image, coming out of darkness, moving into darkness, sink- 
ing into darkness, he himself was the immense [unerme{Slich] ship that at the same time 
is immensity, and he himself was the flight that aims at this immensity, he himself was the 
fleeing ship, he himself was the goal, he himself was immense.”°9 The Schopenhauerian 
theme of the human being as resuming the world and being a world, and the image of 
“the boatman [who] sits in his small boat, trusting his frail craft in a stormy sea that is 
boundless [unbegrenzt] in every direction” (WWR1)p}, 352-53) are here skillfully com- 
bined. 


Born in 1880, the beginning of the fin de siécle, much of the work of Robert Musil (1880- 
1942), especially his great novel, The Man Without Qualities (1930-1943), falls @. 545) 
outside the period considered here. Yet Musil’s engagement with Schopenhauer at the 
start of his literary career coincides with the heyday of the fin de siécle, even if that en- 
gagement appears to have been sporadic. Nevertheless, Musil’s approach to Schopen- 
hauer through Nietzsche and Eduard Hartmann (1842-1906), and the development of his 
thinking about art and the unconscious in this philosophical context,®°° testify to the wide- 
spread, if diffuse, presence of Schopenhauer in Viennese intellectual circles in the fin de 
siécle. Kelly Coble has suggested that Musil’s writings, both published and unpublished, 
reveal “the subtle presence of a Schopenhauerian reasoning,” even or especially when 
Schopenhauer “seems to have been the last thing on Musil’s mind.”®! To this extent 
Musil’s debt to Schopenhauer as a “great writer” as well as a “splenetic genius,”© 
together with the sense that, when investigating irrational motives for our actions or 
seeking to unite ethics and aesthetics, then Schopenhauer “is never far away,”©? serves as 
a paradigm for the influence, often indirect yet nevertheless palpable, of Schopenhauer 
on fin de siécle Austria. 
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30.6 Philosophy 


On Janik and Toulmin’s account, there were three significant philosophical traditions at 
work in the Viennese milieu of the 1890s and 1900s: first, the neo-empiricism of Ernst 
Mach (1838-1916), with its emphasis on “sense impressions” and natural science; sec- 
ond, the anti-intellectualist approach to morality and aesthetics as proposed by the “anti- 
philosopher,” Sgren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) and as reflected in the novels and essays of 
Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910); and the Kantian analysis of reality in terms of 

“representation” (Vorstellung), an analysis which underpinned and was developed by 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy.®* 


The Kantian background is crucial for understanding the essence of Schopenhauer’s phi- 
losophy and its intellectual influence. In the preface to the first edition of WWR and again 
in the preface to the second, Schopenhauer himself emphasized that his philosophy 
“starts from Kant’s, and therefore presupposes a thorough knowledge of it,” since Kant’s 
philosophy “produces a fundamental change in every mind that has grasped it” (WWR1)/p), 
xxiii). This fundamental change is an insight into the limits of human reason, as a correc- 
tive to the way reason often “falls into obscurity and contradictions” (Critique of Pure 
Reason, Preface, A viii).©° Schopenhauer accepts Kant’s reasoning, but modifies it in two 
significant respects. First, he argues against Kant that it is possible to know the thing-in- 
itself, using the faculty of intuition. Second, he identifies the thing-in-itself with the meta- 
physical will and describes it as something essentially irrational, exhibiting all those ob- 
scurities and contradictions Kant had sought to abjure. 


The fact that, in fin de siécle Vienna, Kantianism met in a confluence with neo-empiricism 
and anti-intellectualism meant that Schopenhauer tended to be read with a particular in- 
flection. The philosopher Fritz Mauthner (1849-1923) is a case in point. As well as being 
a novelist, critic, and editor of the Berliner Tageblatt, Mauthner espoused ©. 546) philo- 
sophical skepticism and presented himself as a critic of language in his Contributions to a 
Critique of Language (3 vols., 1901-1903). In this respect, Mauthner identified himself 
with the British of tradition of empiricism, exemplified by John Locke’s Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding, and in this way sharing the intellectual Anglophilia of Schopen- 
hauer (Janek and Toulmin 1973: 123). Yet Schopenhauer was Mauthner’s predecessor in 
another respect, inasmuch as Mauthner took his philosophical stance on the epistemolog- 
ical position formulated by Schopenhauer’s dissertation, On the Fourfold Root of the Prin- 
ciple of Sufficient Reason (Janik and Toulmin 1973: 23, cf. 124-25). In On Linguistics 
(1901), the second volume of his Contributions to a Critique of Language, Mauthner 
praised Schopenhauer as a worthy successor to Kant and a fierce opponent of Hegel. 
While conceding there was a weakness in Schopenhauer’s system, Mauthner’s encomium 
did not shy away from comparing his significance to Plato’s, and declaring that “anyone 
who demands no more from philosophy than the highest conceivable degree of clarity 
[Anschaulichkeit], the liveliest metaphorical presentation of abstract concepts, has to call 
him a powerful philosophical poet [Denkdichter].”© In his four-volume study of the histo- 
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ry of atheism, Mauthner declared that he, Schopenhauer, rather than Spinoza, deserved 
to be honored as a prince of atheism.®’ 


Today Mauthner is more or less forgotten, which cannot be said for Ludwig Wittgenstein. 
Arguably the most important point of contact between Wittgenstein and Schopenhauer 
lies in the micro-macrocosmic tendencies of both thinkers (i.e., the extent to which both 
men draw on a medieval or post-classical trend, exemplified by such thinkers as Jakob 
Bohme [1575-1624]), to consider the human being as a microcosm of a macrocosm creat- 
ed by God and hence as having in miniature the same structure as a slice through the 
macrocosm. Schopenhauer draws on this idea in various ways, arguing that the individual 
will tells us something about the universal will or that art can have a cognitive value by 
telling us something about one aspect of the world and hence revealing the inner truth of 
the world as a whole. Similar microcosmic tendencies can be found in the thought of 
Wittgenstein, such as his declaration in Tractatus logico-philosophicus that “the limits of 
my language mean the limits of my world” (§5.6), and hence that “I am my world. (The mi- 
crocosm)” (§5.63).°8 


Furthermore, as Robert Wicks has suggested, Schopenhauer’s philosophy involves a kind 
of “philosophy-transcending aspect,” inasmuch as understanding how our consciousness 
is constructed in and through the principium rationis sufficientis (or “principle of suffi- 
cient reason,” i.e., that for everything there is a reason or cause) allows us to transcend 
that principle and, in so doing, transform both our consciousness—and our lives.®? “To 
those in whom the will has turned and denied itself, this very real world of ours with all 
its suns and galaxies, is—nothing,” as Schopenhauer asserts (WWR1)/p}, 412). A similar 
move is intimated in the famous conclusion of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus—“My propositions 
are elucidatory in this way: he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless, 
when he has climbed out through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak throw 
away the ladder, after he has climbed up on it.) He must surmount these propositions; 
then he sees the world rightly” (§6.54)—and its celebrated last words, “Whereof one can- 
not speak, thereof one must be silent” (§7).’° 


(p.547) There are other parallels, too. The role in Schopenhauer’s thought has already 
been noted; in WWRI1, §52, he maintains that “music is by no means like the other arts, 
namely a copy of the Ideas, but a copy of the will itself,” that it “expresses the metaphysi- 
cal to everything physical in the world,” and that therefore “we could just as well call the 
world embodied music as embodied will” (WWR1(pj, 257, 263, 262-63). In his later life, 
Wittgenstein used to praise the expressive power of music, as well as performing music 
on the piano with a quasi-ritualistic precision. And Wittgenstein’s espousal of an ethical, 
even existential, dimension of philosophy sits well with Schopenhauer’s impatience with 
academic philosophy; according to Theodore Redpath, Wittgenstein once remarked of 
Schopenhauer, “Well, he was a philosopher,” adding that a philosopher was, above all, “a 
teacher of manners.””! 
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30.7 Visual Art 


According to Carl E. Schorske, the works of the Symbolist painter Gustav Klimt (1862- 
1918) presented a “Schopenhauerian universe of boundaries liquefied and rational struc- 
tures undermined” and thus “limned in allegorical and symbolic language the suffering 
psyche of modern man impotently caught in the flow of fate.””? On his account, Klimt’s 
“vision of the universe” is identical to Schopenhauer’s of the world “as Will, as blind ener- 
gy in an endless round of meaningless parturience, love and death.”’? Nowhere can we 
see this vision more clearly than in his painting, “Philosophy,” a work commissioned, 
along with paintings of “Medicine” and “Jurisprudence”, by the University of Vienna and 
displayed on the ceiling of its Great Hall—an ensemble Klimt himself described as fol- 
lows: “On the left a group of figures: the beginning of life, fruition, decay. On the right, 
the globe as mystery. Emerging below, a figure of light: knowledge.””4 In Peter Vergo’s 
view, Klimt’s knowledge of Schopenhauer was mediated to him by Wagner, specifically the 
summary of Schopenhauerian philosophy in his essay on Beethoven, and he suggests that 
the iconography and the message of his painting “Philosophy” were influenced by Das 
Rheingold; the implication here is—the more Wagnerian, the more Schopenhauerian. ’° 
Yet David S. Luft has contended that Klimt’s “erotic vision of reality” in these paintings 
“drew on the inspiration of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche” inasmuch as it challenged “the 
liberal view of reason, science, and medicine” advocated by Friedrich Jodl (1849-1914), 
an influential Vienna-based philosopher who championed the values of the Enlighten- 
ment.’© For Schorske, “Philosophy” ultimately owes more to Nietzsche than it does to 
Schopenhauer;’’ while Allan Janik has in turn taken issue with Schorske’s understanding 
of the role played by Nietzsche in turn-of-the-century Vienna.’® To a certain extent, this 
can seem like hair-splitting, inasmuch as Klimt moved, as Schorske notes, “in social and 
intellectual circles in which the interlocked figures of Wagner, Schopenhauer, and Niet- 
zsche were all admired,” and so it is equally likely that Klimt could have “drawn inspira- 
tion for his cosmic vision from any one of them.”’9 


(p.548) Moreover, it points to the difficulty in being able clearly to identify a precise intel- 
lectual influence in any work of the kind that is as suggestive and symbolic as Klimt’s. 


Just as one can point with equal validity to Goethe’s influence on Klimt’s Beethoven 
Frieze and to Nietzsche’s,®° so one could see this late, great work in the Vienna Secession 
Building, originally designed to accompany a sculpture by the German Symbolist Max 
Klinger (1857-1920), as thoroughly Schopenhauerian in temperament. The dreaming, 
will-less genii who float their way along the top of the frieze, most notably in the first 
painting in the frieze, are surely an evocation of those who have given up the will, while 
the naked figures in the middle of the first wall, hands clasped in supplication to a stern 
knight, represent the need for the body to subdue itself through reason. On the end wall, 
the three gorgons; the three women representing sickness, madness, and death; the 
mythical, ape-like figure of Typhoeus; three women representing lasciviousness, wanton- 
ness, and intemperance; and, finally, the figure of gnawing grief depict the lure of sensual 
desire and willing and their disastrous consequences. And on the final wall, the gold- 
draped figure playing a lyre represents the salvation of humankind to be found in art, 
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converting the hitherto horizontal genii into vertical figures, while the final phallic repre- 
sentation of the words in Schiller’s ode, “To Joy,” set to music by Beethoven, captures the 
transcendence which only love of art can deliver; behind stand figures in meditative, ec- 
static silence, who have in all likelihood abolished the will and (in the words of the con- 
clusion of WWR1) discovered that “to those in whom the will has turned and denied itself, 
this very real world of ours with all its suns and galaxies is—nothing” (WWR1)p}, 412). 
Whether or not this work is directly influenced by Schopenhauer, it is surely soaked in a 
Schopenhauerian (rather than Nietzschean) temperament through its visual symbolism of 
a redemption-through-renunciation mediated by art. 


30.8 Conclusion 


According to the Presocratic philosopher Heraclitus, “a man’s character is his fate” ()80c 
av0pwnw Satywv) (DK 22 B 119),®! and the notion of “character” is clearly an ancient 
one. Weininger claimed that the notion of “characterology” has its intellectual origins in 
the thought of Plato, Kant, and Schopenhauer®?: in Aristophanes’s speech in the Sympo- 
sium, in Kant’s notion in his Idea of a Universal History of an individual’s “intelligible 
character” as something outside time, and in Schopenhauer’s “metaphysics of sexual 
love.” In fact, characterology was very much in the air at the time of the fin de siécle; in 
Munich, Ludwig Klages (1872-1956) was developing his theory of Charakterkunde, and 
after the First World War, one of the most successful works of popular neo-Kantian litera- 
ture was a work by the philosopher and psychologist Eduard Spranger (1882-1963) enti- 
tled Lebensformen (1914) (translated as Types of Men).®° 


In WWR1, §55, Schopenhauer takes over from Kant the distinction between the “empiri- 
cal” and the “intelligible” character, but he introduces a third kind which he calls “ac- 
quired” character. Schopenhauer defines (acquired) character as “the character we ob- 
tain in life, through contact with the world,” arguing that it is this character we mean 
(p.549) “when anyone is praised as a person who has character, or censured as one with- 
out character” (WWR1)p), 303). The acquired character is of importance, he says, not so 
much for “ethics proper,” as for das Weltleben—or for “life in the world” (WWR1)p}, 307). 
To the extent that the thinkers, writers, and painters of fin de siecle Austria regarded 
their intellectual, cultural, and artistic deeds as, in Schopenhauer’s words, “the impres- 
sion or copy of the character, the mirror of the will,” they participated in his project of 
“looking into this mirror” and “recogniz[ing] our innermost self, the kernel of our 
will” (WWR1)p), 302). In this respect one could speak of a deep affinity between Schopen- 
hauer and fin de siécle Austria which is more significant than any specific details of his 
reception. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This chapter explores the influence of Schopenhauer on the contemporary French author 
Michel Houellebecq. After surveying some biographical similarities between the two au- 
thors, it considers the significance of Schopenhauer’s thought, both his metaphysics of 
the Will and his moral philosophy, for Houellebecq’s literature. It is shown how Houelle- 
becq reaffirms Schopenhauer’s Buddhistic diagnosis of “life as suffering,” but goes fur- 
ther to imagine possible worlds where the human condition has been overcome by tech- 
no-scientific interventions. In doing so, Houellebecq carries out a devastating critique of 
the present age from the standpoint of various post-human futures. Another theme ex- 
plored is the omnipresence of desire and the sexual impulse with which both Schopen- 
hauer and Houellebecq are deeply preoccupied. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, Houellebecq, Buddhism, post-humanism, science, technology 


Anyone with even a passing familiarity with the philosophy of Schopenhauer will almost 
immediately see its stamp on France’s most significant contemporary author, Michel 
Houellebecq. The aim of this chapter is to explore the philosophical, biographical, and 
temperamental affinities between the two authors, demonstrating how Houellebecq 
serves as an ambassador of Schopenhauerian philosophy in the new millennium. As sur- 
veyed herein, Houellebecq reaffirms Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the Will and his Buddhis- 
tic diagnosis of life as suffering (see WWR1)p), 310) while also endorsing his moral philos- 
ophy. In agreement that the problem is willing, driven by need and lack, the two thinkers 
propose different solutions to human suffering. 


While Schopenhauer as philosopher sees aesthetic contemplation as providing the only 
relief from the tyranny of the Will, Houellebecq as a fiction writer imagines worlds where 
the (flawed) human condition has been overcome by techno-scientific advancements. A 
concern with the future of humanity—based on a profoundly cynical view of human na- 
ture and all hitherto forms of social organization, especially neoliberal capitalism—lies at 
the core of Houellebecq’s major novels, each of which plot different utopian/dystopian 
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trajectories, from eugenics to human extinction and the submission of Europe to Islamic 
rule. In doing so, Houellebecg carries out a devastating critique of the present age from 
the standpoint of various post-human futures. 


After a brief review of Schopenhauer’s influence on literature, the chapter discusses a 
range of Houellebecq’s novels, poetry, essays, and interviews before turning to two of his 
major novels: The Elementary Particles (1998) and The Possibility of an Island (2005). 
Both implicitly and explicitly, these and other works grapple with Schopenhauerian prob- 
lems, arguably taking them further than any other author thus far. 


57 31.1 Schopenhauer and Literature 


Schopenhauer’s impact on literature, music, and art in general is extensive, arguably 
even more so than in the realm of professional philosophy. Along with the powerful philo- 
sophical system erected around the doctrine of the Will, Schopenhauer seems to appeal 
to artists and authors for his extraordinary writing style, as well as for his elevation of 
aesthetics to the highest realm of experience.! Schopenhauer’s work has been shown to 
have had a decisive impact on the thought and writings of major literary figures ranging 
from Tolstoy and Turgenev to Thomas Hardy, D. H. Lawrence, William Gissing, Joseph 
Conrad, Machado de Assis, Borges, Kafka, Thomas Mann, and Herman Hesse, among oth- 
ers.” It is well known that Schopenhauer had a profound influence on Richard Wagner 
and Nietzsche, both of whom have exerted tremendous influence of their own. In France, 
Schopenhauer made a substantial impact on celebrated authors such as Zola, J. K. Huys- 
mans, Maupassant, Proust, and Samuel Beckett.? An explicit literary engagement with 
Schopenhauer seems to taper off by the mid to late twentieth century, at the same time as 
his philosophy became less widely discussed.‘ In the new millennium, however, there are 
signs of renewed interest and appreciation of Schopenhauer, not only in philosophy but in 
fields as diverse as feminist care ethics, ecology, and literary studies.° Outside the acad- 
eme, arguably the most influential and enthusiastic supporter of the Schopenhauer re- 
naissance is the (in)famous French author, Michel Houellebecq. 


31.2 La monde de Houellebecq 


Since the late 1990s, Houellebecq has been widely acknowledged as not only France’s 
most prominent contemporary writer, but the most significant French author since Céline 
and Camus. This elevated status is not without controversy; Houellebecq garners scorn, 
contempt, even hatred by many who see his work and public persona as distasteful at 
best, a complete abomination at worst. He is often called the enfant terrible of his genera- 
tion (sometimes referred to as the “depressionists”), an unflinching provocateur, pes- 
simist, and misanthrope of the highest degree. Nevertheless, since the late 1990s, 
Houellebecg has been hugely popular, both in his native France and internationally. His 
books have been translated into twenty-five languages, and there is an amassing body of 
critical commentary around his work.® He has also directed and acted in films, exhibited 
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and published books of his photography, curated art exhibitions, and released a rap al- 
bum. He is an improbable media celebrity in France, a drunken anti-hero who, over the 
years, has taken every opportunity to speak his mind. 


Houellebecq’s fame came with the publication of his best-selling second novel, The Ele- 
mentary Particles, in 1998. The Peruvian novelist and Nobel laureate Mario Vargas Llosa, 
who was on the committee that awarded the book the prestigious Prix Novembre ©. 558) 
prize, attributes Houellebecq’s success to his “insolence.” Also on the panel was the 
British novelist Julian Barnes, who explains the term was meant in praise. The power of 
Houellebecq’s books, writes Barnes, lie in their ability to “systematically affront our cur- 
rent habits of living, and treat our presumptions of mind as the delusions of the 
cretinous.”’ He cites Voltaire’s Candide as the epitome of literary insolence, as well as the 
works of authors such as La Rochefoucauld and Beckett. Inasmuch as books of insolence 
target notions of a “purposeful God, a benevolent and orderly universe, human altruism, 
and the existence of free will,” Schopenhauer would also seem to belong to the family of 
insolence. 


Houellebecq’s writing style has been the subject of sharp critique by the French literary 
establishment for being unrefined and obscene. The author appears unconcerned, writ- 
ing, “I often repeat this phrase of Schopenhauer’s: ‘The first—and virtually the only—con- 
dition for a good style is to have something to say.’ ”® Beginning as a poet, his books resist 
easy classification. Writing in a flat, realist style, aptly described by one critique as “de- 
pressive realism,”? his novels utilize marginal genres such as millennial, apocalyptic, 
utopian writing and science fiction.!° Houellebecq’s narratives, typically based around 
alienated, middle-aged male protagonists (often named Michel), are interspersed with po- 
etry, pornography, and detached scientific and sociological digressions. Despite the many 
literary hats Houellebecq wears, he is perhaps above all a satirist. While often labeled a 
provocateur, an author who seeks to insult and annoy as many people as possible, the lit- 
erary critic Adam Gopnick sees Houellebecq’s critical agenda centered on taking what is 
happening now and imagining what would happen if it kept on happening.!! Reading a 
single page of Houellebecq, it is obvious that the author is not happy with how things are 


going. 


In the opening of his first book, a long essay on the life and work of American horror 
writer H. P. Lovecraft, Houellebecq states: “No matter what might be said, access to the 
artistic universe is more or less entirely the preserve of those who are a little fed up with 
the world.” He continues, 


Life is painful and disappointing. It is useless, therefore, to write new realistic 
novels. We generally know where we stand in relation to reality and don’t care to 
know any more. Humanity, such as it is, inspires only an attenuated curiosity in us. 
All these prodigiously refined “notations,” “situations,” anecdotes. ... All they do, 
once a book has been set aside, is reinforce the slight revulsion that is already 
nourished by any one of our “real life” days.!2 
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Being a satirist places Houellebecq in the company of authors like Jonathan Swift, George 
Orwell, and Aldous Huxley. As Gopnick points out, Houellebecq is not just a satirist, but 
“a sincere satirist, genuinely saddened by the absurdities of history and the madness of 
mankind.” The tone of his writing, from his first novel, Whatever (1994) to, Serotonin 
(2019), is more melancholic than polemic, conveying a deep sense despair over what he 
sees as the senseless cruelty not only of human life, but life in general. Like Schopen- 
hauer and Buddhism, life for Houellebecq is synonymous with suffering. Yet suffering is 
also the wellspring of poetic creativity, as he proclaims in his literary manifesto, entitled 
“To Stay Alive: A Method.” 


(p. 559) 


The world is suffering unfolded. At its origin it is a node of suffering. All existence 
is an expansion, and a crushing. All things suffer into existence. Nothingness vi- 
brates with pain until it arrives at being, in an abject paroxysm. Beings diversify 
and become complex without losing anything of their original nature. Once a cer- 
tain level of consciousness is reached, the cry is produced. Poetry derives from it. 
Articulate language, equally. The first step for the poet is to return to the origin; 
that is, to suffering. The modalities of suffering are important; they are not essen- 
tial. All suffering is good. All suffering is useful. All suffering bears fruit. All suffer- 
ing is a universe.!% 


Such a pronouncement bears clear resemblance to Schopenhauer’s metaphysical concep- 
tion of an indifferent, all-conquering Will that produces “perpetual struggle” and an “eter- 
nity of suffering.” Like Houellebecq, Schopenhauer also sees the potential for transcen- 
dence and sanctification through suffering. 


Because all suffering is mortification and a call to resignation, it has the potential 
to be a sanctifying force; this explains why great unhappiness and deep pain in 
themselves inspire a certain respect. But the sufferer only becomes truly awe-in- 
spiring when he reviews the course of his life as a chain of suffering, or laments a 
great and incurable pain, without actually looking at the concatenation of circum- 
stances that have plunged his particular life into sorrow. ... He only becomes truly 
awe-inspiring when he lifts his gaze from the particular to the universal, when he 
views his own suffering as a mere example of the whole and becoming a genius in 
the ethical sense, treats it as one case in a thousand, so that the whole of life, seen 
essentially as suffering, brings him to the point of resignation. (WWRI1, 423) 


Both Houellebecq and Schopenhauer agree that, in the face of universal suffering, the on- 
ly thing a person can do is become resigned to this fact, knowing that life is transitory. 
Life as suffering is by no means limited to the human world, however; examples abound 
in nature. Take, for instance, the following fragment of a poem from Houellebecq’s 1996 
collection, entitled The Art of Struggle. 


Plant life is depressing 
It just spreads everywhere 
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In the meadow the glow-worm 

Shines for a night and then goes.!4 


Although he considers himself a romantic, like Schopenhauer, Houellebecq does not ex- 
pect to find solace in the alleged beauty of the natural world. For both, organic life simply 
follows the deterministic dictates of the Will. In another poem from The Art of Struggle, 
he writes, 


Swallows are not free. They are conditioned by repeating their orbits geometrical- 
ly. They slightly modify the angle of attack of their wings and describe spirals that 
grow further and further away from the established circle of the globe. In short, 
there is nothing we can learn from swallows.!° 


(p. 560) Writing before Darwin’s “struggle for existence” entered the modern lexicon, 
Schopenhauer does believe we can learn much from the natural world, but what we learn 
should terrify, bewilder, and convince us not of nature’s sublime beauty, but rather of its 
senseless brutality. For instance, in WWR2, he renders the following scene from field re- 
ports from Java by the German-Dutch naturalist F. W. Junghuhn: 


He saw an immense field entirely covered with skeletons, and took it to be a bat- 
tlefield. However, they were nothing but skeletons of large turtles, five feet long, 
three feet broad, and of equal height. These turtles come this way from the sea, in 
order to lay their eggs, and are then seized by wild dogs (canis rutilans); with 
their united strength, these dogs lay them on their backs, tear open their lower ar- 
mour, the small scales of the belly, and devour them alive. But then a tiger often 
pounces on the dogs. Now all this misery is repeated thousands and thousands of 
times, year in, year out. For this then, are these turtles born. For what offence 
must they suffer this agony? What is the point of the whole scene of horror? The 
only answer is that the will-to-live thus objectifies itself. (WWR2)/p;, 354) 


Elsewhere he uses the example of the Australian bulldog-ant, which if cut in half will pro- 
ceed to attack its own severed body. 


The head catches hold of the tail with its teeth, and the tail fearlessly defends it- 
self by stinging the head. The struggle lasts usually for half an hour, until they die 
or are dragged away by other ants. This happens every time. (WWR1)p), 147) 


Schopenhauer considers this a metaphor for the world, described as a “playground of tor- 
tured and anguish-ridden beings that endure only by eating one another, where conse- 
quently every vicious animal is the living grave of thousands of others, and where its self- 
sustenance is a chain of torturing deaths” (WWR2)/p), 581). 


If plants and animals are trapped in the struggle for existence as dictated by life’s nega- 
tive character, this does not mean human beings are placed on a higher pedestal; in fact, 
it appears to be a worse fate. As Schopenhauer writes: “People surpass animals as much 
in power as in suffering” (WWRI1, 59). Fundamentally, the extra and unique capacity for 

suffering appears to be rooted in the human capacity for time consciousness, and hence, 
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mortality. Like all life forms, human existence is finite, characterized by what Heidegger 
calls “Being-towards-death.” Yet it is not so much the event of death itself, but the con- 
scious awareness of its looming inevitability that causes human beings profound anxiety 
and suffering. In the worst case, consciousness of death empties life of all meaning, caus- 
ing our actions, attachments, and very existence to appear as purposeless ephemera. In 
his fiction and poetry, Houellebecq often dwells on life’s transience. He is especially pre- 
occupied with the loss of physical attractiveness and the opportunities that fade with age, 
which serve as painful reminders of our decline toward death. 


Insects run about between stones 
In the prison of their morphing 
We’re prisoners as well 


(p. 561) And some nights 
Life is just a procession of things 
Their whole presence 
Shapes and models our decay 
Gives it a place, an unfolding and a meaning; 


Like the dishwasher that lived through your first 
marriage 

And your separation, 

Like the teddy bear which lived through fits of 
anger 

And when you gave up. 


Social animals live in a set number of relations 

In which their desires are born, develop, and sometimes 
Become very powerful, 

Then die. 


Sometimes they die all of a sudden, 

Some evenings 

There were the habits which make up life and suddenly 
there is nothing at all 

The sky once bearable is suddenly blackened 

Pain once tolerable is suddenly piercing 

Only the objects are left, like objects we wait, we cannot 
move, 


We’re a thing among things, 

A thing more fragile than things 
A very poor thing 

Always waiting for love 

For love, or a metamorphosis. !® 


Although Houellebecq does appear sincere, his sincerity is often offset by irony and a 
philosophical stance that wavers between Schopenhauer’s Buddhistic life negation and 
Nietzsche’s Dionysian affirmation. Before exploring Houellebecq’s ambiguous position in 
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the debate, let us consider some biographical details and the development of his writing 
career, including some similarities and overlaps with Schopenhauer. 


31.3 Houellebecq and Schopenhauer: Philo- 
sophical and Biographic Affinities 


Michel Thomas was born in 1958 on the remote island of Réunion, off the southeast coast 
of Africa. He spent the first five years of his life in Algiers with his maternal grandpar- 
ents, before being sent to live with his paternal grandparents in Dicy, a rural village in 
central France. He claims to have had a happy childhood there, under the care _ ©. 562) of 
his grandmother (whose maiden name, Houellebecq, he adopted as his penname). His fa- 
ther, a mountain guide, he occasionally saw in the summers, while he rarely saw his 
mother during his childhood and adult life. The sense of maternal abandonment has been 
discussed by Houellebecq in interviews and is a point literary critics are eager to exploit 
in explaining Houellebecq’s scornfulness and misogyny. While Schopenhauer was not 
abandoned by his mother, there has been much speculation that the problematic, unlov- 
ing relationship between them is also key to understanding the genesis of his 
pessimism.!” In Public Enemies, a book composed of letters between Houellebecg and fel- 
low French provocateur-philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy, Houellebecq is skeptical. 


When Nietzsche uses Schopenhauer’s poor relationship with his mother to explain 
away his misogyny, he is committing an intellectually terrible act, one that prefig- 
ures many others; but at least he has the excuse of plausibility. It is possible to 
imagine that someone who spent his childhood and adolescence in daily contact 
with a mother he despised would be unlikely, later in life, to appreciate a woman’s 
qualities. But what about someone who barely knew his mother? One might imag- 
ine he would be particularly determined to seek out the company of women; that 
he would try with all his might to be reunited with this thing that, to him, will for- 
ever remain a mystery. Does this mean I should be a sex maniac? Looking back 
over my life, I have my doubts. I have certainly been one at times, but at other 
times I find I have been inexcusably offhand. I think that in this, as in everything, I 
have been bipolar.!® 


This last point is of particular relevance not only for understanding Houellebecq’s am- 
biguous treatment of women and sexuality but his philosophical position, which swings 
from the utopian to the nihilistic, the pathetic to the clinical.!9 He makes no apology for 
his bipolarity or the blatant political incorrectness for which he is known. Indeed, these 
trademarks may help explain his popular appeal, given that contradictions are a salient 
feature of late capitalist society.?° 


Houellebecg did not grow up in an intellectual environment, though he became an avid 
reader during his adolescence and began writing poetry while at university. Perhaps due 
to his rural youth and his keen interest in science and the natural world, he took a techni- 
cal degree in agronomy (specializing in vegetal ecology). Periods of unemployment fol- 
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lowed, intercut with periods of work (first to do with agronomics; then mostly for IT ser- 
vice providers). The year 1991 saw him publish his first book while working as an admin- 
istrative secretary at the Assemblée Nationale. There, he had a brief career in the IT de- 
partment, taking unpaid leave for personal reasons in 1996, and finally resigning in 2008. 
During the early 1990s, Houellebecq published poems and articles for the magazine Les 
Incorupibles, where he was also an editor. It was after the cult success of his 1994 novel, 
Extension du Domaine de la Lutte (Extension of the Domain of Struggle, but succinctly 
entitled Whatever, in English), at the age of thirty-six, that Houellebecq was able to de- 
vote himself fully to writing. His true fame arrived four years later with the .563) publi- 
cation of The Elementary Particles (1998), which sold half a million copies and ignited 
fierce public debate around its controversial subject matter, misogyny, and overall de- 
spairing vision. His next novels, Lanzarote (2000) and Platform (2003), continued a preoc- 
cupation with themes of sex, love, and social disintegration. The Possibility of an Island 
appeared in 2005, followed by a film version directed by Houellebecq himself in 2008. 
The next novel, The Map and the Territory, was published in 2010 and Submission in 
2015. In 2016, Houellebecq held a major art exhibition at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris, en- 
titled “Rester Vivant” (Stay Alive), made up of sounds, photographs, installations, and 
films. Houellebecq was awarded France’s Legion of Honour in 2019, a month after his lat- 
est best-selling novel, Serotonin, was published. Within a narrative of a depressed agricul- 
tural scientist whose doctor diagnoses as ‘dying from sorrow’, the novel depicts French 
farmers struggling to survive in the face of globalisation, agribusiness and European 
Union regulations. 


Besides troubled maternal relations, a passion for scientific understandings of nature ap- 
pears to be another biographical affinity Houellebecq and Schopenhauer share. More 
than perhaps any other major contemporary writer, Houellebecq’s books display a sophis- 
ticated knowledge of science, especially biology and genetics. The Elementary Particles 
(1998), for instance, the novel which brought him fame, while ostensibly about the ru- 
inous love lives of two brothers—one a brilliant scientist, the other a sexually frustrated 
writer—was apparently inspired by developments in quantum physics. 


The real inspiration was the experiments of Alain Aspect in 1982. They demon- 
strated the EPR paradox: that when particles interact, their destinies become 
linked. When you act on one, the effect spreads instantly to the other, even if they 
are great distances apart. That really struck me, to think that if two things are 
connected once, they will be forever. It marks a fundamental philosophical shift. 
Ever since the disappearance of religious beliefs, the current reigning philosophy 
has been materialism, which says we are alone and reduces humanity to biology. 
Man as calculable as billiard balls and completely perishable. That worldview is 
undermined by the EPR paradox. So the novel was inspired by this idea of what 
could be the next metaphysical mutation. It has to be less depressing than materi- 
alism. Which, let’s face it, is pretty depressing.”! 
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Schopenhauer himself was a man of science and a polymath, probably more so than many 
of his philosophical contemporaries and precursors (perhaps with the exception of 
Goethe). Beyond intensive study of the Western philosophical canon, the young Schopen- 
hauer read fervently and attended lectures in everything from botany to astronomy and 
other scientific fields. Even after completing his formal studies, he remained a firm be- 
liever that a philosopher must keep pace with the latest scientific developments,22 a view 
that Houellebecq, as a poet and fiction writer, appears to share. It is perhaps due to 
Schopenhauer’s voracious appetite for diverse branches of knowledge and his prescient 
philosophical vision that lead him to anticipate, first in The World as Will and Representa- 
tion and the follow-up, The Will in Nature, three monumental developments ©.564) in 
modern science: evolutionary biology as initiated by Darwin, quantum mechanics follow- 
ing Max Planck and Einstein, and Freud’s development of psychoanalysis.?° 
Schopenhauer’s metaphysical conception of matter as energy is perhaps the most striking 
of his observations to be confirmed by modern science.2* 


If Houellebecq sees a welcome departure from atomized materialism to quantum entan- 
glements, Schopenhauer played an important role in initiating what he calls the “next 
metaphysical mutation.” According to Peter Sloterdijk, Schopenhauer’s central contribu- 
tion was leaving the “Western Church of Reason.” 


With him there begins the long agony of the good foundation; he bids a concise 
farewell to the Greek and Judeo-Christian theologies. For him, what was most ab- 
solutely real had ceased to be a godlike, reasonable, and just spiritual being. With 
this doctrine of the Will, the theory of the foundation of the world leaps from the 
kind of pious rationalism that had prevailed since the days of Plato to a recogni- 
tion—characterized by horror and amazement—of the arational. Schopenhauer 
was the first who identified Being’s energetic and instinctive nature which is free 
or reason. In that, he is one of the fathers of the century of psychoanalysis; in the 
future he could turn out to be a distant patron of and kin to the age of chaos theo- 
ry and systemics. And over the long term his most important contribution to intel- 
lectual history could be that he opened the European doors to the Asian wisdom 
traditions, especially Buddhism, with the utmost respect.?° 


Entering the doors opened by Schopenhauer, Buddhism is also important for Houelle- 
becgq, as will be explored later. 


31.4 Schopenhauer as Houellebecg’s Educator 


Whereas Schopenhauer’s reception can be exhumed in authors such as Proust, Mann, or 
Conrad, and strong thematic and ethical parallels have drawn between Schopenhauer 
and contemporary South African writer J. M. Coetzee,?° in no author is the engagement 
more explicit than in Houellebecq. Schopenhauer’s philosophy, both in its systematic pre- 
sentation in The World as Will and Representation and in the more topical writings of Par- 
erga and Paralipomena, bears a highly visible mark on Houellebecq’s writing. Beyond 
overlapping themes—namely, life as struggle, the cunning of desire, and the vanity of hu- 
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man existence—Houellebecq discusses and quotes Schopenhauer in nearly all of his pub- 
lished works. In 2014, he published five essays on Schopenhauer in the French literary 
magazine Le Figaro, later collected in a book entitled In the Presence of Schopenhauer. 
The first essay begins with Houellebecq discussing his literary-intellectual development, 
for which Schopenhauer marked a turning point. 


27 


(p. 565) 


My childhood was focused on re-reading (Baudelaire, Dostoyevsky, Lautréamont, 
Verlaine, the Bible, Pascal’s Pensees, The Magic Mountain) versus actually read- 
ing. And then everything changed.... 


My first “intellectual shock” in philosophy came when I found The World as Will 
and Representation, “the most important book of the world.” Regarding philoso- 
phy, I had only gone as far as Nietzsche, finding his philosophy immoral and re- 
volting, however, his intellectual power was imposing. I would have liked to de- 
stroy Nietzscheanism, but I had not the intellectual knowledge to do so. I no 
longer despise Nietzsche, as simply as Nietzsche had the bad luck to come after 
Schopenhauer and even of crossing paths (in music) with Wagner. 


The second shock, we are told, came a dozen years later when Houellebecq read the mys- 
tical humanism of Auguste Comte, who led him in another direction. 


After reading both Schopenhauer and Comte, I feel a sort of unhappy (unfulfilled) 
enthusiasm which has made me become more positive. This has, in the same way, 
decreased my level of Schopenhauerism even though I take no real pleasure in re- 
reading Comte, though no other person has influenced me like Schopenhauer. In 
Nietzsche’s third book, Untimely Mediations, he borrows Schopenhauer’s pro- 
found honesty, probity and righteousness, he speaks magnificently of his tone, this 
surly bonhomie which gives you the disgust of stylists. All in all, the aim of this 
volume is for me to attempt at showing, using my favorite passages, why 
Schopenhauer’s intellectual attitude remains in my eyes a model for all future phi- 
losophy; and also why, even if we find ourselves disagreeing with him, we can do 
nothing but feel a deep sense of gratitude for him. To cite Nietzsche again, “[t]he 
burden of living on this Earth is lighter, now that such a man has written.” 


Although Schopenhauer and Comte are key thinkers for Houellebecq, Nietzsche is anoth- 
er important interlocutor. More precisely, it is in the Schopenhauer-Nietzsche debate that 
Houellebecq likes to think. 


The Schopenhauer-Nietzsche conflict was inarguably a structuring factor in my in- 
tellectual life. I think that Nietzsche’s thought has won out now, I think we're liv- 
ing in a low-quality Nietzschean world. And this is something I regret.?® 


The so-called debate between Nietzsche and Schopenhauer begins with Nietzsche’s es- 
say, “Schopenhauer as Educator,” in Untimely Meditations (1875). Here Nietzsche ex- 
presses his admiration for Schopenhauer’s penetrating insights into the elusive yet all- 
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pervading Will but seeks to break with his educator’s life-denying philosophy, or his “res- 
ignationism.” Rather than denying life meaning and value, Nietzsche wants to affirm life, 
to say yes to all that is, beyond all moral categories and values. An implicit dialogue with 
Schopenhauer persists through Nietzsche’s entire oeuvre up to Ecce Homo. Analysis of 
the relationship between the two thinkers is carried on by Georg Simmel (1908), Thomas 
Mann (1930), and Jorge Luis Borges (1965), and in hundreds of philosophical . 566) 
commentaries.9 It also continues to play out in the literature of Michel Houellebecq, 
where Schopenhauer tends to prevail, though not always.°° In places we see Houellebecq 
wavering between Nietzschean yea-saying and Schopenhauerian resignation. 


In moments of rare good humor, I have subscribed to Nietzsche’s famous dictum: 
That which does not kill me makes me stronger (most of the time I would be 
tempted, more prosaically, to think, That which does not kill me hurts me, and 
eventually weakens me).*! 


As noted earlier, despite his apparent sincerity, Houellebecq is nonetheless an ironist with 
a shifting philosophical and political stance. Citing Wittgenstein’s famous proposition in 
the Tractatus, “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must remain silent,” Houellebecq 
reflects on his own philosophical uncertainty in Public Enemies, for which he pardons 
himself by upholding an ethics of compassion. 


The rights of man, human dignity, the foundations of politics, I’m leaving all that 
aside, I have no theoretical ammunition, nothing new that would allow me to vali- 
date such standards. This leaves ethics, and there I do have something. Only one 
thing, to be honest, luminously identified by Schopenhauer, and that is compassion. 
Rightly exalted by Schopenhauer and rightly vilified by Nietzsche as the source of 
all morality. I sided—and this is hardly news—with Schopenhauer. 


It remains a mystery that Schopenhauer alludes only with a vague terror to the 
origin of compassion. For after all compassion is merely a feeling, something frag- 
ile on the face of it, although it seems to be reborn, naturally from generation to 
generation. Not to mention its logical corollary: What if compassion disappeared? 
I think, in that case, humanity would disappear. And the disappearance of such hu- 
manity would be a good thing. And that we would have to wait for the arrival of 
another intelligent species, more cooperative, better adapted by its original tribal 
organization to ascend toward moral law (by which I mean a species rather superi- 
or to primates).°2 


If an ethics of compassion is something to be promoted and cultivated for Houellebecq 
and Schopenhauer, desire is precisely what should be eliminated. In an interview, 
Houellebecg explains how he favors stillness. 


I don’t like desire or movement. It’s not only that I don’t like them, actually, I wish 
they would disappear. ... [M]y disgust with desire comes from the fact that deep 


Page 11 of 22 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


The Next Metaphysical Mutation: Schopenhauer as Michel Houellebecq’s 
Educator 


down, I am with the utopians, people who think that the movement of History 
must conclude in an absence of movement.°? 


As with Houellebecq, Schopenhauer’s project can also be seen an act of resistance 
against the Will’s drive toward movement and differentiation. For instance, in his essay, 
“On the vanity and suffering of life,” Schopenhauer writes, 


Awakened from life out the night of unconsciousness, the will finds itself an indi- 
vidual, in an endless and boundless world, among innumerable individuals, all 
striving, suffering, erring; and as if through a troubled dream it hurries back to its 
(p. 567) old unconsciousness. Yet till then its desires are limitless, its claim inex- 
haustible, and every satisfied desire gives rise to anew one. (WWR2)p), 573). 


Like Schopenhauer, Houellebecq is a metaphysical pessimist. For the metaphysical pes- 
simist, life and the universe could justifiably be called malevolent were they a product of 
an intelligent creator, but for atheists this cannot the case. For Schopenhauer, the Will is 
“endless striving” (WWR1)p), 164), but this striving manifests “an absence of 

goals” (WWR2)p}, 404). Houellebecq shares this view of the Will’s blind impulse, but, 
more pronouncedly than Schopenhauer, he is also a cultural pessimist. He is well known 
for his especially critical views on the liberal social movements of 1960s and the May ’68 
generation, which he sees as paradoxically intensifying individualism, nihilism, and con- 
sumerism, bringing forth a society of the spectacle driven by libidinal capitalism. The 
metaphysical Will manifests in the neoliberal market economy, which Houellebecq aims to 
show, has colonized, commodified, and hallowed every aspect of contemporary life, in- 
cluding romantic relationships, sex, and our most intimate spheres. In one essay, “Ap- 
proches du désarroi,” Houellebecq updates Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Repre- 
sentation to “The world as supermarket and derision” to highlight the degradation of 
meaning in consumer society. Houellebecq’s novels, from Whatever (1994) to Submission 
(2015) may be seen as chronicling the degeneration of Western society, the exhaustion of 
desire in a system no longer capable of producing meaning or pleasure. 


The West, in my opinion, is an entity that is disappearing, but its disappearance is 
really a good thing. Its historical role is finished. That doesn’t mean I know what’s 
going to come out of all of this. I’m describing a phase of decline, but without see- 
ing this decline as tragic. It’s only tragic for these individuals, not for the history 
of humanity. 


...[I]t’s true, I’m openly insulting to the sixty-eight generation, and the twentieth 
century in general. But all this is inescapable. It’s their own fault, but it’s in- 
escapable. I think the only viable solution is Buddhism, which has always been 
hostile towards desire; it aims for suppression of desire through asceticism; which 
is not exactly the solution I suggest. I don’t really propose a solution, anyway, but 
at least we have a common goal: the destruction of desire. The best thing that 
could happen to the West would be to obliterate itself in Buddhism. Something 
that Nietzsche effectively sought to avoid, in his confrontation with Schopenhauer. 
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I’m taking up a position in a debate between Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, an old 
one, but hardly obsolete, in my opinion.*+4 


Like Schopenhauer, Houellebecq agrees with the Buddhist emphasis on the universality 
of suffering. With his Buddhist inclinations and the inertia of his protagonists, Houelle- 
becq is clearly not a tragic author, insofar as “Buddhism and tragedy represent two utter- 
ly different responses to suffering.”*° While the Dutch philosopher of technology Jos de 
Mul celebrates Houellebecq’s “tragic humanism,” his project also can be read as dystopi- 
an post-humanism. In two of his major novels, The Elementary Particles (1998) and The 
Possibility of an Island (2005), Houellebecq envisages future worlds in which the human 
species has been redesigned along Schopenhauerian and Buddhistic lines. 


5) 31.5 The New Human in The Elementary 
Particles 


Within a polarized narrative of two brothers, Bruno and Michel, Elementary Particles 
explores typical Houellebecqian themes such as alienation, sexual frustration and unreal- 
ized love, the horrors of aging, and a paradoxical death drive. Given that Houellebecq is a 
more philosophical than literary author (that is to say, his plots and characterizations are 
less interesting than the ideas behind them), for the purpose of this chapter, let us focus 
on the book’s epilogue, where the author lays his cards on the table. The novel ends with 
the disappearance (most likely a suicide) of the male protagonist, the disaffected biologist 
Michel Djerzinski. Toward the end of his life, he takes refuge on a remote coastline in Ire- 
land (where Houellebecq lived for some time) to compose his final writings. His ground- 
breaking work, published posthumously in a 2009 volume of the journal Nature in a sepa- 
rate section entitled “Towards Perfect Reproduction,” presents an algorithm that will al- 
low scientists to re-engineer the human genome, allowing humanity to reach its next evo- 
lutionary phase. Not coincidentally, Elementary Particles was published in 1998, shortly 
before the completion of the Human Genome Project. 


Building on Djerzinski’s theory, the new human is designed to eliminate the instinctual 
drives and psychological traits that are the source of previous humanity’s suffering, as ex- 
emplified by the brothers Bruno and Michel. Desire, the fundamental cause of suffering, 
is to be eliminated in the new human, who is asexual and androgynous. If aging and an 
awareness of death are also major sources of suffering, the new human is designed to re- 
main forever youthful and immortal. Sex is decoupled from reproduction, which now 
takes place via cloning. The perils of individuality, separation, and evolution by natural se- 
lection are to be solved by Djerzinski’s technical solution. Although sexually undifferenti- 
ated, the new humanity is designed to be more feminine. Eradicating the masculine will 
to power is intended to give rise to a species that is “overall happier and capable of love.” 


The project, which came to be overseen by UNESCO, was met with hostility by defenders 
of the three monotheisms—Judaism, Christianity and Islam—but tellingly, was embraced 
by Buddhists: “the Buddha’s teachings were founded on the awareness of the three im- 
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pediments of old age, sickness and death, and that the Enlightened One, if he meditated 
on it, would not necessarily reject a technical solution.”?° The project, we are told, also 
had the “support of neo-Kantians who, making use of the sudden unpopularity of Niet- 
zschean ideas, had taken control of the well-springs of power among the intelligentsia, 
the universities and press.”°” As Djerzinski had only provided the theory, it was a young 
biochemist named Hubczejak who promoted and oversaw the project. It is not difficult to 
surmise that Hubczejak is Houellebecq’s alter ego. 


Hubczejak, we learn, goes on to found the “Movement for Human Potential,” recycling 
New Age themes such as Gaia and the Feminine Divine and proposing a world govern- 
ment whose slogan boldly declares, “The Future Is Feminine.” Under Hubczejak’s @. 569) 
direction, the first members of the “new intelligent species” arrive in 2029, twenty years 
after Michel Djerzinski’s disappearance. Over the next fifty years, the population of the 
new humans fills in while the old species faces its extinction without much fanfare. 


Contrary to the doomsayers, this extinction is taking place peaceably, despite the 
occasional acts of violence, which also continue to decline. It has been surprising 
to note the meekness, resignation, perhaps even secret relief with which humans 
have consented to their own passing.*® 


The new species is described as peaceful and less passionate. 


Men consider us happy; it is certainly true that we have succeeded in overcoming 
the forces of egotism, cruelty and anger which they could not. We live very differ- 
ent lives. Science and art are still a part of our society; but without the stimulus of 
personal vanity, the pursuit of Truth and Beauty has taken on a less urgent aspect. 
To humans of the old species, our world seems a paradise. We have even been 
known to refer to ourselves—with a certain humor—by the name they so long 
dreamed of: gods.°9 


The book ends with the narrator, a member of the new species writing in the future, pay- 
ing tribute to “the brave and unfortunate species which created us.” He continues in the 
distanced, deploring tone of Schopenhauer. 


This vile, unhappy race, barely different from the apes, which nevertheless carried 
within such noble aspirations. Tortured, contradictory, individualistic, quarrelsome 
and infinitely selfish, it was sometimes capable of extraordinary explosions of vio- 
lence, but never quite abandoned its belief in love. 


Bio-engineering as the only solution for alleviating humankind’s endemic suffering contin- 
ues in Houellebecq’s next major work, The Possibility of an Island. The novel continues to 
explore the new human, but comes to a different, less utopian conclusion than The Ele- 
mentary Particles. 
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31.6 The Possibility of an Island 


Published in 2005, The Possibility of an Island takes place both in the present and approx- 
imately two thousand years in the future. The narrative shifts back and forth between 
Daniell, a successful, irreverent comedian, and Daniel24 and Daniel25, his clones in the 
distant future. As in Elementary Particles, the utopian solution to the suffering that de- 
fines human existence is improved clones, called “neohumans.” The techno-scientific 
breakthrough was brought about by Elohimites, a fictitious global cult based on the 
Raelians, an actual new religious movement with strong beliefs in scientific progress. 

(p. 570) Traveling to the remote island of Lanzarote (where Houellebecq has also lived, 
photographed, and written about), Daniell participates in the early activities of the Elo- 
himite sect, including their realization of human cloning. 


As in Elementary Particles, old humanity is regarded as an inherently flawed species, des- 
tined to suffer from the same sense of isolation, separateness, and contradictory desires 
already diagnosed and analyzed by Schopenhauer. Daniel24 explains why the advent of 
neohumans was necessary to overcome the “failures” that defined previous humanity. 


The subject-object separation is triggered, in the course of cognitive processes, by 
a convergent mesh of failures. ... It is in failure, and through failure, that the sub- 
ject constitutes itself, and the passage of humans to neohumans, with the disap- 
pearance of all physical contact that is its correlative, has in no way modified this 
basic ontological given. ... It has, however, been shown countless times that the 
physical pain that accompanied the existence of humans was consubstantial with 
them, that it was the direct consequence of an inadequate organization of their 
nervous system, just as their inability to establish interindividual relations in a 
mode other than that of confrontation resulted from a relative insufficiency of 
their social instincts in relation to the complexity of the societies that their intel- 
lectual means enabled them to found.*° 


The sexual impulse as a manifestation of pure desire or Will is a major theme of the novel, 
as it is for Schopenhauer, who writes: “The affirmation of the will-to-live is seen to be con- 
centrated in the act of procreation, which is its most decided expression” (PP2;p), 414). 
Reading as a synthesis of Schopenhauer and Darwin, the narrator of Possibility points to 
the utilitarian nature of the sex drive, which aims at nothing more than the propagation 
of the species. 


All energy is sexual, not exclusively but primarily, and when the animal is not good 
to breed it is absolutely good for nothing. It is the same for men. When the sexual 
instinct is dead, wrote Schopenhauer, the real core of life is consumed; as he notes 
in a metaphor of terrifying violence, “human existence like a play which started by 
live actors, would be completed by automatons dressed in the same costumes.”*! 


Sex, for Houellebecq and Schopenhauer, is one of nature’s cruel tricks, arguably the cru- 
elest of all. Whether human or non-human, living organisms are essentially co-opted by 
the Will, driven by an overpowering sex drive, the objectification of the will-to-live itself. 
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The result is offspring who perpetuate the endless cycle of suffering. Unsurprisingly, both 
Houellebecq and Schopenhauer share the pessimistic belief, also found in the Bible 
(Matthew 26:24, Ecclesiastes 4:2-3) and in philosophers from Seneca to Montaigne and 
more recently, David Benatar, that in the final assessment, non-existence is preferable to 
existence. 


Like most of Houellebecq’s protagonists, Daniell is constantly craving sex, and The Possi- 
bility of an Island is replete with pornographic detail. The sex drive will be left behind 
with the advent of neohumans, who live in isolated cells and have no physical -57) con- 
tact. They communicate solely through electronic messaging and do not need to eat, sub- 
sisting instead on capsules of mineral salts. As in Elementary Particles, the neohumans no 
longer experience the violent emotions and contradictory desires of old humanity. Unlike 
the previous novel, however, the future Houellebecq envisions is a dystopia. The neohu- 
mans are in fact an intermediary being, existing between old humanity and the perfected 
beings to come, called the “the Future Ones.” Guided by the Buddhistic teachings of the 
“Supreme Sister,” the neohumans are responsible for studying the lives of their originals 
in preparation for the final transition. Having never experienced desire, love, or emotion, 
they observe previous humanity with wonder and curiosity, and, in the case of Daniel25, a 
growing sense of envy. 


As with Elementary Particles, after a meandering plot, the book’s long epilogue is where 
Houellebecq’s philosophical conclusions are laid bare. Neither celebrating the placid neo- 
humans, nor reaffirming old humanity, The Possibility of an Island ends in a double bind.* 
Taking Schopenhauer and Buddhist philosophy to their logical extremes, the neohuman 
future Houellebecq paints is a dystopia: “The life of the neohumans was intended to be 
peaceful, rational, remote from pleasure as well as suffering, and my departure would 
bear witness to its failure.”*° Although the neohumans do not suffer, they are also inca- 
pable of connection and joy; the possibility of an island turns out to be an impossibility (or 
at least an undesirable possibility). 


Planning the extinction of desire in Buddhist-like terms, the Supreme Sister had 
banked on the maintenance of a weakened, non-tragic, energy, purely conserva- 
tive in nature, which would have continued to enable the functioning of thought— 
a thought less quick but more exact because more lucid, a thought that knew de- 
liverance. This phenomenon had only been produced in significant proportions, 
and it was, on the contrary sadness, melancholy, languid and finally mortal apathy 
that had submerged our disincarnated generations. The most patent indicator of 
failure was that I ended up envying the destiny of Daniel1, his violent and contra- 
dictory journey, the amorous passions that had shaken him—whatever his suffer- 
ing and tragic end.*4 


Fascinated by his original’s tempestuous quest for love, Daniel25 begins to develop some- 
thing akin to feelings for Marie23, who is similarly becoming drawn to the idea of love. 
After Marie23 disappears and with a growing suspicion that neohumans are mere “soft- 
ware fictions,” Daniel25 decides to leave his isolated cell in the neohuman compound. 
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With a rucksack and his beloved dog, Fox (a clone of Daniel1’s faithful companion), he 
ventures beyond the fenced enclosure, setting off on foot in the direction of Lanzarote. 
With a six-month supply of mineral salts, he realizes that unless he finds seawater (if it 
still existed, the Earth had gone through a dramatic climatic shift known as “the Great 
Drying Up”), he will die. This prospect does not concern him. 


My attachment to life was not very strong, by the standards of human criteria, 
everything in the teachings of the Supreme Sister was oriented towards the idea 
of detachment; on rediscovering the original world, I had the impression of being 
an (p.572) incongruous, contingent presence, in the middle of a universe where 
everything was oriented towards survival and perpetuation of the species.*° 


Somewhere in the forests of Spain, Daniel25 encounters a small tribe of old humans. He 
is repulsed by the “savages” who kill his faithful companion, Fox. Traveling on in solitude, 
he realizes, “definitively this time, that my desire was no longer, and probably never had 
been, to join some kind of primate community.”*° In the end, he is at home nowhere. 


I had more and more difficulty understanding why I had left the abstract and vir- 
tual community of the neohumans. Our existence, devoid of passions, had been 
that of the elderly; we looked on the world with a gaze characterised by lucidity 
without benevolence. The animal world was known, human societies were known; 
no mystery was hidden in it, and nothing could be expected from it, except the 
repetition of carnage.*’ 


Eventually reaching the sea, which had been reduced by the “Great Drying Up” toa 
string of puddles and ponds, Daniel25 comes to the end of his journey. Realizing he has 
about sixty years to live out his “obscure existence as an improved monkey,”“® he resigns 
himself to the twenty-thousand or so identical days of complete solitude that await him. 


In the end, Daniel25 concedes that it will only be with the arrival of an entirely new be- 
ing, the “Future Ones,” that true deliverance will be possible. Approvingly, the narrator 
suggests that the Future Ones will be a purely technological being. The neohumans, like 
their human predecessors and all organic life, will disappear. 


[C]Jarbon biology had had its day, and the Future Ones would be beings made of 
silicon, whose civilization would be built through the progressive interconnection 
of cognitive and memory processors.*9 


Inspired by the stand Schopenhauer takes against the tyranny of the Will and Buddhists 
against desire and attachment, Houellebecq has taken these ideas to their extremes in 
Possibility of an Island. The conclusion he arrives at, however, is that it is not enough to 
eliminate desire in human beings. It is the entire modus operandi of biological life, the 
will-to-live, defined by negativity and differentiation, that must be transcended. 
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31.7 Conclusion 


Literary critics, academics, and the reading public often wonder if Houellebecq is an au- 
thor whose ideas and writing should be taken seriously. In the realm of philosophy, 
Schopenhauer has often endured a similar fate. For both thinkers, desire is the problem. 
Because the Will drives desire, which in turn causes pain and suffering, the solution pro- 
posed by Schopenhauer and Buddhism is the cultivation of a conscious defense against it. 
For Schopenhauer, “unwilling” is facilitated by aesthetic contemplation and .573) expe- 
riences of the sublime. In Buddhism, stillness is achieved through meditation and ascetic 
practices. Houellebecq approves the goal of these approaches—the elimination of desire 
—but his solution is a technical one. Since life is biologically programmed for reproduc- 
tion and the survival of a species, yet is subject to the contingent processes of nature, he 
embraces techno-scientific interventions, saying in an interview: “I don’t see why allow- 
ing for chance would be of a higher moral order than control by human beings.”°° 


Houellebecg is a sincere satirist, but his literature also belongs to the “foresight genre” 
that begins in the early twentieth century, initiated by a number of quantum leaps in sci- 
ence.°! In the new millennium, despite ethical debates, all signs point to the inevitability 
of a post-human future. Driven by innovations in genetics and stem cell research, as well 
as the economics of public health, by the middle of the twenty-first century, bio-engi- 
neered “neohumans” will be a reality. Writing on the cusp of this genetic revolution, 
Houellebecg may come to be seen as a prophetic author who used literature to explore 
the potential of evolution by artificial selection. However he is to be seen, an informed 
view will be mindful of his direct genealogical linkage to Schopenhauer, a visionary who 
occupies an central place in the next metaphysical mutation. 
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Abstract and Keywords 


This Introduction to the Oxford Handbook of Schopenhauer begins with a brief overview 
of Schopenhauer’s life and philosophical interests, emphasizing how the experience of 
compassion is central for understanding his philosophy. It highlights Schopenhauer’s pro- 
found distress about the amount of suffering in life and how this inspires his pessimism 
about the ordinary world and his subsequent hopes for transcendence through the mini- 
mization of suffering. The Introduction continues with a summary of the volume’s thirty- 
one essays that together address (1) influences on Schopenhauer; (2) Schopenhauer’s 
metaphysics of will and empirical knowledge; (3) aesthetic experience, music, and the 
sublime; (4) human meaning, politics, and morality; (5) religion and Schopenhauer’s phi- 
losophy, and (6) Schopenhauer’s influence. 


Keywords: Schopenhauer, suffering, will, beauty, religion, morality, music, pessimism, compassion 


Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1831) is popularly known as a “pessimist,” a characteriza- 
tion that refers commonly to those who harbor a downbeat and defeatist attitude of resig- 
nation when hope should still remain alive. His work can induce this interpretation, for he 
indeed states that it would have been better in the first place had this world never exist- 
ed. Schopenhauer’s practical message, though, is to do one’s best to live at peace, both 
with oneself and others; to feel compassion for other living things; to appreciate the beau- 
ty of art and music; to try to rise more objectively and tranquilly above the petty disputes, 
desires, and concerns that tend to absorb the lives of so many; to apprehend that we are 
all essentially of the same substance and endure the same kinds of sufferings; and, ulti- 
mately, to achieve a transcendent state of consciousness of such profundity that it ren- 
ders into unimportance the ordinary spatio-temporal world in which we live, laugh, suffer, 
and die. 


Schopenhauer stands distinctively among nineteenth-century philosophers for his honest 
sensitivity to the human condition and his culturally sophisticated manner of expressing 
hope for an enhanced understanding of ourselves, other people, and the world around us. 
Born in 1788, he was twelve years old at the turn of the century, and, as a highly intelli- 
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gent, avid learner with a strong sense of originality, he published his magnum opus, The 
World as Will and Representation in 1818, by the time he had reached the age of thirty. A 
quarter of a century later, he published a second, complementary volume to this work, 
and, in 1851, nine years before his death, another two-volume work, Parerga and Par- 
alipomena, which precipitated his long-awaited fame. 


The second volume of The World as Will and Representation appeared in 1844, the year, 
coincidentally, in which Friedrich Nietzsche was born, whose philosophy was notably in- 
fluenced by his reading of Schopenhauer when in his early twenties. At the end of his own 
period of intellectual productivity, after developing a contrasting outlook that prescribed 
an unconditional affirmation of life, Nietzsche looked back on Schopenhauer’s philosophy 
and described it memorably in his own autobiographical work, Ecce Homo (1888), as per- 
vaded by a “cadaverous perfume.” In its funereal suggestions of death, beauty, stillness, 
and the macabre, Nietzsche’s phrase is moderately .2) suitable, for Schopenhauer re- 
ferred to the daily world as a phantasmagoria, invoking the image of the early horror the- 
aters called “phatasmagorias,” initially popular in Paris of the 1790s, that featured magic 
lanterns whose painted glass slides projected upon darkened walls images of demons, 
ghosts, and skeletons to scores of terrifically astonished audiences. 


Schopenhauer’s vision of the world can stimulate scenes of carnival nights, Halloween 
costumes, and Gothic horror stories—it is not pure coincidence that Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein was published in 1818, the same year as The World as Will and Representa- 
tion—but he is serious about how we often fail to appreciate the suffering of others. His 
philosophy cannot be understood without comprehending how the experience of compas- 
sion allows the exceedingly painful nature of life to touch us first-hand. As an ideal, he 
presents us with an image of Jesus as someone who, as some describe him, absorbed the 
depth of everyone’s suffering by shouldering the totality of the world’s sins. Schopen- 
hauer also brings us to a beachhead in Java, where hundreds of giant turtles emerge 
yearly from the water to lay their eggs only to be torn apart by packs of wild dogs. Asa 
paradigm, he holds up the image of the bulldog ant, which, when cut in half, viciously at- 
tacks itself, with head and tail fighting each other to the death. 


Such is the cannibalistic nature of life for Schopenhauer, where every living being is the 
living grave of thousands of others. As a lesson on how disappointment is concealed in 
our most powerful drive to reproduce and preserve ourselves, he recalls the story of a 
man hopelessly consumed with a passionate attraction for a particular woman, who dis- 
covers at the culmination of his seduction that the shapely body beneath her garments 
had been hideously consumed by cancer. Shaken to the core and alienated from his flesh- 
ly desires, the man subsequently became a monk. 


Schopenhauer grew up in an affluent family—his father was a wealthy merchant—and he 
traveled throughout Europe at an early age. Having a more reflective and sensitive na- 
ture, impressing him indelibly during his travels was the widespread suffering he wit- 
nessed for it quickly led him to question the existence of God and the meaning of human 
life. His philosophy consequently speaks to us all: he does not dwell on refined conceptual 
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technicalities or the analysis of life’s merely local aspects; his concern is with the nature 
of existence and, as he put it, solving the riddle of the world. Religious thought inevitably 
enters into his reflections, in particular that of Christianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism—a 
religion whose aim is the enlightened release from suffering through the minimization of 
desire. 


Our volume reflects on Schopenhauer’s philosophy with authors from a variety of back- 
grounds, presently living and working in places as diverse as Australia, Belgium, Brazil, 
Canada, Ecuador, England, France, Germany, Israel, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Scot- 
land, Spain, and the United States. It begins with a group of essays that attend to influ- 
ences on Schopenhauer that have been less explored, such as his relationship with Jo- 
hann Wolfgang von Goethe, his understanding of F. W. J. Schelling’s philosophy, his pres- 
ence at Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s lectures when enrolled as a student at the University of 
Berlin, and, significantly underappreciated, the philosophical impact of his having been 
the neighbor of Karl Christian Friedrich Krause while he was writing The World as_ (. 3) 
Will and Representation in Dresden. Important as well and described here is 
Schopenhauer’s advanced knowledge of texts, religions, and philosophies from Asia. 


Just as Richard Wagner was a father figure to Friedrich Nietzsche, J. W. F. Goethe—a 
friend of Schopenhauer’s mother, Johanna—was a father figure to Schopenhauer. Their 
relationship was tense, however, as Adrian del Caro shows. Goethe enlisted the young 
Schopenhauer as an advocate of his controversial theory of light, but, to Goethe’s frustra- 
tion, Schopenhauer’s way of earning Goethe’s respect was to show how well he could 
sharply criticize and correct Goethe’s theory. Schopenhauer’s disposition toward the 
more well-known German Idealists—Fichte, Hegel, and Schelling—was similarly tension- 
ridden and, with respect to Fichte and Hegel, relentlessly antagonistic. Judith Norman 
and Alistair Welchman show that although he criticized Schelling, Schopenhauer had 
stronger affinities to his philosophy than he tended to admit. In relation to Fichte, who 
Schopenhauer repeatedly portrayed as a humbug and charlatan, Yolanda Estes reveals 
the intersecting points between their views and what Schopenhauer owed to Fichte. 


Among the German Idealists, Karl Christian Friedrich Krause is a relatively unfamiliar 
philosopher despite his having been an early advocate of panentheism—a position now 
popular in the philosophy of religion and theology—not to mention an influential figure in 
educational theory in Spain and Latin America for a doctrine that became known as 
“Krausism.” Benedikt Paul Gocke describes Krause’s views and adds some supportive 
perspective to Krause’s claim that Schopenhauer had adopted some of his key ideas with- 
out acknowledgment. On the side of greater familiarity, Schopenhauer is distinguished for 
his interest in Asian thought. Urs App’s essay presents this aspect of Schopenhauer’s in- 
tellectual background in a manner that ranges comprehensively across Schopenhauer’s 
lifetime, explaining how, due to the lack of scholarly concentration on the actual journals 
and books on Asian thought that Schopenhauer read, studied, and annotated (such as the 
Latin translation of the Upanishads, the Oupnek’hat) this aspect of Schopenhauer studies 
is still in its infancy. 


Page 3 of 7 


PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE (www.oxfordhandbooks.com). © Oxford University Press, 2018. All Rights 
Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a title in 
Oxford Handbooks Online for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice). 


Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 29 May 2020 


Introduction 


A constitutive influence on Schopenhauer is Immanuel Kant’s theory of knowledge as ex- 
pressed in the Critique of Pure Reason. To this day, scholars debate about the extent of 
that influence in view of the question of whether we can know the nature of ultimate real- 
ity. To begin the second part of our volume, on Schopenhauer’s metaphysics and episte- 
mology, Sandra Shapshay argues that Schopenhauer was more Kantian than has typically 
been recognized, contrary to how he has been frequently interpreted as asserting 
straightforwardly that the nature of ultimate reality is a blind, senseless urge that can be 
called “will.” Her view is that Schopenhauer’s characterization of ultimate reality as will 
is best understood as a metonym that stands interpretively open, rather than as a literal, 
final, and definitive characterization. Ivan Soll writes in the same interpretive vein, pre- 
senting the position that although Schopenhauer’s metaphysical thesis that ultimate reali- 
ty is will may be questionable, he can be read as saying epistemologically and more con- 
vincingly that we inevitably must conceive of all natural forces as varying forms of what 
we experience in ourselves as will. David Carus’s essay relates to this by considering 
Schopenhauer’s conception of “force” and how it cannot be cognized by .4 natural sci- 
ence. Severin Schroeder then attends to our concept of causality, in reference to which 
Schopenhauer claims that our own agency provides us with an understanding. Schroeder 
develops this view, modifying it with considerations that issue from our bodily encounters 
with material objects. 


Continuing with how Schopenhauer’s philosophy relates to physical phenomena—in this 
case, unusual ones—David Cartwright explores Schopenhauer’s interest in telepathy, 
clairvoyance, and magic. Schopenhauer believed that although natural science cannot 
easily explain extrasensory phenomena, his own metaphysics indeed can, thereby sup- 
porting his conviction that his metaphysics is thoroughly comprehensive. Elaborating on 
some of the more mystery-filled aspects of Schopenhauer’s view, Pilar Lopez de Santa 
Maria explains along a variety of dimensions and with historical perspective how, in 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy, the ultimate source of freedom is unfathomable. 


Schopenhauer’s aesthetic theory looks into both the past and the future. Continuing in 
the long classical tradition that associates beauty with idealized forms, his account of the 
visual and verbal arts reinforces how beauty is aligned with perfection and transcen- 
dence. Anticipating what was to come, his theory of music as the formal expression of hu- 
man feeling stands among the foundations of modern music, having inspired composers 
such as Richard Wagner, Johannes Brahms, Antonin Dvorak, Gustav Mahler, and Arnold 
Schonberg. In our volume’s third part, on Schopenhauer’s aesthetics, Robert Wicks (the 
present author) begins by trying to resolve a puzzle in Schopenhauer’s theory of beauty— 
namely, how beautiful portraiture can be related to truth—when his metaphysics implies 
that virtually everyone is an unattractive, tortured soul. Maria Lucia Cacciola’s essay fol- 
lows with an examination of Schopenhauer’s theories of beauty and genius, comparing 
and contrasting them with Kant’s. She explains how Schopenhauer challenges Kant’s aes- 
thetics by claiming that it depends too heavily on theoretical abstractions. 
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Complementing the notion of beauty is the sublime—an aesthetic category that Kant also 
features in his aesthetics. Adding to the comparisons and contrasts to Kant’s aesthetics, 
Bart Vandenabeele focuses on Schopenhauer’s account of the sublime, presenting some 
ways to understand Schopenhauer’s solution to the general question of how we can de- 
rive aesthetic enjoyment from a sublime experience when one of its essential components 
is the involvement of feelings of insignificance and fear. In the final essay of this part, 
Paul Gordon presents Schopenhauer’s theory of beauty as the sensuous presentation of 
Platonic Ideas in its relation to his theory of music and explains how music’s position is 
more continuous with Schopenhauer’s theory of beauty than has been previously thought. 


As mentioned at the outset, Schopenhauer is commonly associated with pessimism, a 
standpoint that is usually deprecated but which, on Schopenhauer’s own understanding 
of the word, is the only view that is sufficiently sensitive to the widespread suffering in 
the world. The next part of our volume accordingly contains essays on human meaning 
and the associated theme of morality, which lead to considerations of law as well as the 
nature of compassion. Christopher Janaway begins by questioning the often-accepted 

(.5) proposition that Schopenhauer believes that the spatio-temporal world is essential- 
ly meaningless and argues that, through his advocacy of Christian values, Schopenhauer 
ascribes to the world a moral meaning—one that points us away from the world toward 
asceticism and salvation. Mark Migotti then examines the exact meaning of 
Schopenhauer’s conception of pessimism, which he shows to derive from the meaning of 
optimism in philosophies prior to Schopenhauer’s, as in Leibinz’s theism. His position is 
that the significance of Schopenhauer’s pessimism is best understood through his discus- 
sion of suicide. Looking closely at Schopenhauer’s moral philosophy, Robert Guay asks 
the probing question within the Schopenhauerian framework of what could be worth do- 
ing or what must be done when, ultimately, nothing makes any sense. He then develops 
the idea that, via compassion, morality can be understood as a way of manifesting meta- 
physical knowledge. 


There remains the question of how law and legalities stand within Schopenhauer’s view. 
Raymond Marcin addresses this by describing Schopenhauer’s conception of law, which 
relates to our daily activity in the spatio-temporal world—a world where egoism prevails 
—in juxtaposition with his conception of justice, which relates to our more enlightened, 
transcendent awareness of the ultimate unity of what is. He argues that Schopenhauer’s 
view has the virtue of being able to reconcile two pairs of theorists—namely, the legal 
economists and public-choice theorists—with the civic republicans and other communitar- 
ians who would otherwise remain opposed. Following the discussion on law and justice, 
and concluding this part of the volume, are essays by Richard Reilly and Douglas Berger, 
both on compassion. Richard Reilly critically surveys a variety of philosophical under- 
standings of what compassion is and articulates the Buddhistic aspects of 
Schopenhauer’s account of compassion. Douglas Berger discusses compassion in connec- 
tion with the twelfth-century Confucian master Zhu Xi, who Schopenhauer, when writing 
in the 1830s, feared he would be accused of having plagiarized. We learn that 
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Schopenhauer’s and Zhu Xi’s outlooks are very different, although they agree that com- 
passion provides a means to understand the foundations of human existence. 


Despite his atheism, Schopenhauer was a religiously attuned thinker, interested in ex- 
pressing in a less mythologically imagistic and more philosophical form the essence of 
Christianity, Hinduism, and Buddhism. Opinions differ on the degree to which each of 
these religions has a presence in his thought, for Schopenhauer’s philosophy is like a 
prism that, when turned in one direction, displays a more Christian light and, when 
turned in another, a more Hindu one, and then again from another angle, a more Bud- 
dhist quality. Christopher Ryan’s essay on the Diamond Sutra begins the volume’s fourth 
part, on Schopenhauer and religion, taking as its interpretive center Schopenhauer’s con- 
cluding words in The World as Will and Representation that the ultimate level of enlight- 
enment compares to the “Prajna-Paramita of the Buddhists, the state of being ‘beyond all 
where Schopenhauer quotes the orientalist, Isaac Jacob Schmidt (1779- 


an 


knowledge, 
1847). 


R. Raj Singh, in his essay on Schopenhauer and Hindu thought, takes a critical approach, 
working through some of the nuances of Indian philosophy to show where ©. 6) Schopen- 
hauer understood it accurately and where he did not, underscoring how Schopenhauer’s 
enthusiasm for Hindu thought never waned. Gerard Mannion’s essay on Christianity re- 
veals how permeating and extensively Christian Schopenhauer’s literary sources actually 
were, despite his endorsement of Hindu and Buddhist thought. Concluding the group of 
essays on Schopenhauer and religion, Jacob Golomb addresses a subject that many 
Schopenhauer scholars have avoided and for which clarification is overdue: namely, 
Schopenhauer’s attitude towards Judaism—a religious outlook that Schopenhauer asso- 
ciates pejoratively with realism and optimism. Hitler quoted Schopenhauer in his own an- 
ti-Semitic writings, and this guilt by association is awkward for those who find value in 
Schopenhauer’s thought. Working with the concept of Schopenhauer’s “metaphysical an- 
ti-Judaism,” Golomb explains Schopenhauer’s position and puts it into balance, showing 
that Schopenhauer was more of an anti-Theist than an anti-Semite. 


The volume’s final part contains essays on Schopenhauer’s intellectual reception, concen- 
trating mainly on his more immediate influence during the nineteenth century. Although 
attention is given to celebrated thinkers such as Nietzsche and Freud, there is an accom- 
panying interest in enhancing the appreciation of less well-known philosophers such as 
Eduard von Hartmann, Philipp Mainlander, and Julius Bahnsen. Sebastian Gardner’s es- 
say surveys Schopenhauer’s influence on von Hartmann, Mainlander, Bahnsen, Niet- 
zsche, and Freud, showing how each thinker reacts to a problem inherent in 
Schopenhauer’s philosophy: namely, how it can be legitimate to use reason to convey a 
metaphysically oriented philosophy when reason itself is brought under suspicion. Tom 
Stern then develops Schopenhauer’s influence on Nietzsche along the dimensions of psy- 
chology, history, life, and style using the concept of Mitleid (compassion/pity) as it bears 
on the question of whether life is worth living. Stephan Atzert discusses von Hartmann, 
Mainlander, and Freud, but from the standpoint of how the notion of the unconscious was 
slowly popularized in the later nineteenth century. Adding substance to the Schopen- 
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hauer-Nietzsche connection, Kevin Karnes and Andrew J. Mitchell illustrate 
Schopenhauer’s influence on Nietzsche’s father figure, Richard Wagner, in view of his es- 
says and characters in his operas. 


Further exploring the history of Schopenhauer’s influence in areas that are relatively less 
intellectually traveled, Paul Bishop presents in culturally rich detail Schopenhauer’s ex- 
tensive fin de siécle reception in Austria—an influence that issued from an attraction to 
Schopenhauer’s pessimism and his account of aesthetic experience. He looks comprehen- 
sively at Schopenhauer’s influence in music, psychoanalysis, gender- and misogyny- 
themed writings, literature, philosophy, and the visual arts. Concluding our volume is an 
essay by Christopher A. Howard that brings Schopenhauer into the twenty-first century. 
He reviews the Buddhistic affinities between Schopenhauer and the contemporary 
French writer and filmmaker Michel Houellebecg (b. 1956), with a special attention to his 
novels. 


Robert L. Wicks 


Robert L. Wicks is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Auckland, New 
Zealand. He is the author of Schopenhauer (Blackwell, 2008), Schopenhauer’s “The 
World as Will and Representation” (Continuum, 2011), Kant on Judgment (Routledge, 
2007), and Introduction to Existentialism: From Kierkegaard to “The Seventh 

Seal” (Bloomsbury, 2020), among other books and articles on Kant, nineteenth-centu- 
ry European philosophy, aesthetics, Buddhism, and existentialism. 
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